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ABSTRACT
Faith commitment is central to the identity and mission of institutions
identifying themselves speciﬁcally as Christian Universities. Therefore, their

effectiveness in communicating that faith commitment to their students is
essential to their success. This project explored how students at one such
university gained their understanding of their university’s faith commitment. Its
exploratory intent and deliberate focus on the student perspective merited an
inductive approach and research methods reﬂecting a qualitative paradigm. Data

were collected at one university using multiple student focus groups. Ultimately,
this data shaped a valuable ”insider” perspective on how myriad encounters
with university people, programs, and policies shaped students’ individual
understanding of the university’s faith commitment.
Focus group discussions proved rich and revealed students’ awareness of

the university’s faith commitment, appreciation for its distinctiveness, and
afﬁrmation of its intentions to make this commitment apparent to campus

constituents. Students consistently described the university’s faith commitment
as both central to its identity and signiﬁcant in their own decisions to enroll and
persist. They proved attentive to its expression in diverse contexts and
encounters.

Analysis of these discussions revealed no single vehicle by which students
gained their understanding of the university’s faith commitment. Rather, a wide

array of encounters with people, programs and policies combined to shape their
understanding of that commitment. In general, these encounters fell into two

broad categories, Expression of Care and Emphasis on Conformity. The
university’s Expression of Care was most evident to students in the uncommon
friendliness, acceptance, and commitment of the campus environment, and in the

uncommon depth of the relationships they enjoyed with individual faculty
members and peers. The university’s Emphasis on Conformity was Visible in the
university’s community, cohesiveness, curriculum, campus activity, and conduct.

After themes were identified in the data, the gender, housing status, and
religious afﬁliation of respondents was considered in order to evaluate whether
students with these different characteristics gained their understandings of the

university’s faith commitment in different ways. No clear differences or trends
were visible in the data, but this apparent consistency in student experience and
response was notable in itself. It reﬂected the broad integration and
homogenizing effect of the university’s faith commitment revealed throughout
focus group discussions, and refuted several persistent stereotypes of student
experience based on such characteristics.

In the end, focus group discussions illuminated ﬁve categories of
experience or characteristics of university life that illustrated the university’s
Christian character and connected students with the university’s faith

commitment. These points of connection include 1) deep personal relationships
Vi

with faculty, 2) the pertinence of faith in curricular contexts, 3) the caring and
personal atmosphere on campus, 4) the attention devoted to student conduct,
and 5) the opportunities for religious training and service.
In addition to these points of connection, focus groups identified several
points of disconnection. Five categories of student experiences or campus
dynamics

emerged

as

inﬂuential

in

diluting

or

confusing students’

understanding of the university’s faith commitment. These include students’
perceptions of: 1) the failure of speciﬁc institutional decisions to reﬂect students’
own priorities, 2) limitations on the pursuit of truth 3) the efforts of the
university to orient itself among external stakeholders, 4) conﬂict between

administrative and academic cultures, and 5) the emphasis on rules over
rationale.
The study concludes with three strategic recommendations for improving

students understanding of the university’s faith commitment. These encourage
the university to maximize points of connection and minimize points of
disconnection by: 1) increasing students’ involvement in decision-making and
university governance, 2) afﬁrming and supporting potent faculty/ student

relationships, and 3) clarifying the inﬂuence of its religious convictions on the
pursuit of truth.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION 8: STATEMENT OF PROBLEM

Introduction

Christian higher education in America is at a crossroads. While originally,
a Christian worldview might have been considered characteristic of an American
higher education, two centuries of social and ideological change have altered that
picture considerably. During the 18003 and early 19005 the faith commitment
distinguishing Christian colleges and universities from their secular peers
increasingly appeared incompatible with emerging standards of scholarship and
higher learning, and identified them as out Of touch with modern sensibilities. In

fact, as recently aS the middle of the twentieth century, the pertinence and
credibility of faith in the academy was waning and the future of Christian
colleges and universities seemed in jeopardy. However, during the latter half of

the twentieth century, Christian higher education has enjoyed a renaissance as
both public regard and enrolment have steadily increased. The faith commitment
inherent in their missions, once anathema to public notions of higher learning,

now appears to distinguish them favorably within a remarkably diverse
American educational system that frequently marginalizes Spiritual experience in
general and the Christian worldview in particular (Bloom, 1987; Garber, 1996;
Marsden, 1994; Young, 1997).

Christian colleges and universities espouse a mission to nurture the life Of

the soul as well as the life of the mind. The integration of both intellectual and
religious aspirations espoused by this mission is both the charm and challenge of
American Christian higher education. Simply put, articulating a Christian
commitment in a formal mission statement or Similarly defining document is
easier and less meaningful than manifesting that same commitment in the

myriad programs, policies and practices that comprise the institution’s life and
work (Ringenberg, 1984). Therefore the Christian college’s or university’s success
in pursuing its distinct mission depends largely on how effectively its
educational leaders utilize the contexts of the university experience to actually
express its espoused commitments to both a Christian worldview and higher
learning.
Educational leaders seeking insights into Shaping the student experience

to maximize intellectual and spiritual development are confronted with several
limitations in current literature. First of all, while there is ample support for the
fact that college affects students, and considerable scholarly attention to what
that effect might be, there is considerably less attention to the means by which
that effect is achieved. The American Academy has long claimed to change those
who participate in it, but accurately describing what that change looks like, and
identifying how it is fostered are two very different challenges.

Intuitively, we sense that such a signiﬁcant investment of time and energy
must make a difference in the participants, and indeed our experience validates
the notion that the young men and women under our tutilage frequently do

change profoundly during their afﬁliation with us, but making broad and
substantive assertions about exactly how that change occurs is surprisingly
difﬁcult. The students are simply so diverse, the experiences so varied, the
inﬂuences so divergent, that attempts at such generalization typically prove to be
too narrow to encompass the breadth of individual experience, or too broad to be

of any real practical use to would-be educators and institutional decision-makers.
When considering how college students change, educators are frequently
satisﬁed with the same profound conclusion researcher Bernard Berelson

reached after considering over a thousand ”veriﬁed generalizations” about
human behavior in his book Human Behavior: An Inventory of Scientific Findings:
”(1) some do, some don’t; (2) the differences aren’t very great; and (3) it’s more
complicated than that” (Menges, 1988, p. 259).
The rub lies not so much in articulating the laudable attributes of college
graduates as it does in identifying how institutions actually contributed to

producing them. We seem to know much more about the product of time spent
in higher education than we do about the actual process of educating. Widely
regarded educational researchers Ernest Pascarella and Patrick Terenzini (1991)

identify this gap in our knowledge: ”The drop in the volume of relevant research

when one moves from studies of change during college to studies of change due to
college is striking and a source of some concern” (p. 633). We seem more adept at

identifying the abilities and characteristics of our graduates that evidence
improvement Since their initial enrollment, than we are at recognizing and
investing in the experiences and environments that might have Spurred such
growth.

Alexander Astin’s

(1993) IEO model reminds us

that Input,

Environment, and Output must be considered together if we are to come to any

meaningful conclusions. Indeed, given the wide variety of input variableS-- the
distinct attitudes, aptitudes, etc. each individual student brings to his or her
college experience-- it is presumptuous and almost assuredly incorrect to ascribe
all output variables to the environmental inﬂuence of the college experience
(Astin, 1993).

The most salient question in the minds of students and other stakeholders
(and bill-payers), if not of educators, is ”what is the value added by investment

in higher education?” This ”value-added” question haunts researchers and
practitioners alike (Astin, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Too many other

non-institutional inﬂuences are at work in the lives of students for the university
to lay such expansive claim to students’ growth. normal maturation, the
inﬂuence of other institutions, relationships, and experiences all play pivotal
roles in framing students’ worldviews (Astin, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991).
Indeed, it is entirely possible that some of the most laudable development in

students occurs in spite of rather than because of the university’s myriad programs
and projects.

However, despite this difﬁculty in capturing the substance of the college
experience, there is undeniable experiential and scholarly evidence to establish it
as one of the richest developmental periods in its participants’ lives (Kuh et al.,
1991; Pascarella 8: Terenzini, 1994). While intellectual advancement is frequently

acknowledged foremost in this assertion, it is noteworthy that ”evidence is quite

consistent in indicating the changes coincident with the college years extend
substantially beyond cognitive growth” (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1994, p. 557).
The fact that students develop socially, morally, emotionally, physically, and
spiritually in addition to cognitively during their time in higher education,
should be somewhat reassuring to educational leaders at Christian colleges and
universities because their success depends upon their contribution to more than

students’ cognitive development. However, these educators will find few
insights in current literature that help them know how their many programs,
experiences and contexts effect students. Presumably some contexts and
experiences are more productive than others in communicating and advancing

the mission of the university, and educational leaders need data that allow them
to distinguish and make decisions that empower that expression and maximize
positive contributions to students’ development.

Educational leaders at Christian colleges and universities will also find the
literature imbalanced in its treatment of the religious and intellectual

components of their missions. Much has been written on the life of the mind.
Research is plentiful on the subject Of teaching and learning and provides
essential insight into assessing and improving the effectiveness of the academic
endeavor. The life of the soul, however, (at least as it is pursued within the
context of American higher education) has received far less scholarly attention,

and consequently, modern Christian colleges and universities have less
information on what practices, experiences, and contexts foster its pursuit most

effectively.

If a graduate’s understanding and embodiment of a Christian

worldview are hallmarks of these institutions’ success, it is essential that such

institutions identify and exploit Opportunities to that end. Christian colleges’ and
universities’ distinct identities hinge on their promise to positively affect the faith
development of their students or to at least present them effectively with a

Christian worldview, but little is actually known about what speciﬁc experiences
or encounters effectively communicate the institution’s faith commitment to its
students. This issue is vitally important .to leaders at Christian colleges and

universities because it bears so directly on their success in achieving their
institutions’ distinctive missions (Ringenberg, 1984; Walsh 1992). Lacking such

insight, they are hard-pressed to describe the student experience accurately, to
plan strategically, to channel limited resources effectively, and to identify and

exploit learning opportunities fully. In short, a better understanding of potent
experiences and contexts that communicate the institution’s faith commitment,
ultimately empowers Christian colleges and universities to pursue their

distinctive missions more deliberately and successfully.

Statement of the Problem:

Purpose 8: Significance
Simply put, though Christian colleges and universities purport to

contribute positively to their students’ Spiritual development, or at least to
acquaint them effectively with the Christian worldview espoused by their
institutional mission and vision statements, little understanding exists as to how

they may actually accomplish this. This understanding is essential to their
assessment of institutional effectiveness and their management of resources and
opportunity. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to discover how students at a
Christian university understand the university’s faith commitment. An
exploration of students’ experiences via multiple focus group discussions will
support a rich description of the particular encounters and experiences that

shape their understanding of the institution’s faith commitment.
The results of this study will provide valuable data to Christian educators
in general, and to the site university’s academic and administrative leadership in
particular, regarding the role of programs and experiences in communicating the

university’s Christian character to its students. These data will assist institutional
7

leaders in assessing the university’s effectiveness in pursuing a central
component of its mission, and in making subsequent decisions that deﬁne and
reﬁne campus culture more effectively to that end.
Research Questions

This study revolves around 4 basic questions that serve to guide both the
research design and data analysis.
1. Do students encounter or experience their institution’s Christian
commitment?
If so,

speciﬁcally how

commitment--

what

do

students understand

particular

experiences,

that

Christian

encounters,

or

environments shape their understanding of the university’s Christian
commitment?
Do students of different gender, housing status

(resident or

commuter), or religious affiliation (same as the university’s or other)

understand the institution’s Christian commitment in different ways?
What contexts or experiences are particularly meaningful to students

regarding the university’s Christian commitment?

Definitions

For the purposes of this study the following definitions were adopted:
Christian college or university- A college or university identifying itself as

Christian by espousing in its institutional mission a specifically Christian
8

worldview or the intent to create a community characterized by its afﬁrmation or
inculcation of a Christian worldview.
Integration offaith 8* learning- ”The fundamental search for commonalities
between the Christian faith and the substantive, methodological, and value
assumptions that underlie activities in the academic disciplines as well as
attempts to systematize academic learning into an overarching Christian
schema” (Heie 8: Wolfe, 1987, p. vii).

Limitations 8: Delimitations

This study will be conducted at a single university. The site university is a
private

4-year

comprehensive

university

with

a

principle

focus

on

undergraduate liberal arts afﬁliated with a particular religious tradition. The
great diversity of perspective and practice within Christian higher education in
general is certainly not represented within this one institution and its students.
While the results of this study promise to be interesting and potentially
informative to other Christian colleges and universities, they must be considered
in light of the speciﬁc defining characteristics and cultural dynamics particular to
the Site University.

CHAPTER 11
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction

The contents of the following chapter acquaint the reader with concepts
and literature pertinent to the study. The chapter begins with a review of the
history of Christian higher education in America, and tracks the changing place

of Christian commitment in the academy from the country’s birth to the
beginning Of the new rnillenium. Next, there follows a discussion of how

contemporary Christian colleges and universities manage the apparently
competitive academic and religious aspirations espoused in their missions by
integrating or compartmentalizing the student experience. Finally, the section

closes with a description of potentially powerful contexts or vehicles for
communicating a college or university’s Christian commitment.

The Changing Place of
Christian Commitment in American Higher Education
Higher education in America has always served the American people, and

for over three centuries, it has steadily refined and reﬂected the culture Of the
country it has served. During that time, the country has changed dramatically,
shaped by its own expansion, revolutionary shifts in political, cultural, and
ideological sensibilities, and perpetual challenges of industrial and technological

advancement. Not surprisingly then, higher education in America has also
10

changed greatly over its history in response to the changing priorities and

presumptions of American society and the broad diversification of its
participants.

Colonization to mid 19th Century:

Christian Education is American Higher Education
Christian higher education in America reaches back to the earliest efforts
at higher learning in the ”new world”. In fact, the descriptor ”Christian” would

have appeared unnecessary or redundant to early American educators because at
that time all higher learning was expressly and exclusively Christian, designed
not only to advance the life of the mind, but to cultivate the life of the soul as
well. When Harvard College opened it’s doors under the statute that ”[e]veryone
shall consider the main end of his life and studies to know God and Jesus Christ

which is eternal life... they shall eschew all profanation of God’s holy name,
attributes, word, ordinances, and times Of worship, and study with reverence

and love carefully to retain God and His Truth in their minds” it reﬂected the
prevailing priorities of the day (Sandeen, 1987, p.70). Higher education’s primary
Objective in early America was cultivating the moral maturity of young men
entering the clergy. Students entered the university simply to be made more fit
for God’s service and more prepared to pursue their individual religious callings
(Marsden, 1994; Ringenberg, 1984; Rudolph, 1990). In this sense, ”higher”

education in the early 1700’s was a reference less to the advanced level of

11

learning to be pursued in the Academy than to the moral high ground its
participants were groomed to walk.
This is not to say, however, that advanced learning and intellectual

development were not valued by early participants in American higher
education. On the contrary, learning was prized, but primarily for the
contribution it made to a life of devotion and faith. Early American educators,
most notably the Puritans, took the Biblical mandate to ”Love the Lord your God
with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind” very
seriously and devoted themselves religiously to their intellectual preparation
(Matthew 22:37). Ministers were intellectual as well as Spiritual authorities in the

community and encouraged the cultivation of the mind as part and parcel of the
cultivation of the soul (Moreland, 1997). Intellectual preparation served to reveal

truth and this presumably led students toward a deeper knowledge of God and
His kingdom. Cotton Mather powerfully reﬂected this integration of faith and
learning in his declaration that ”Ignorance is the mother not of devotion, but of
heresy” (Carden, 1990, p. 186).

Simply put, American higher education in the early years of the Academy
was Christian higher education, and higher learning was intimately wedded to
deeper religious devotion. Religion, and specifically Christianity, was the
preeminent cultural value and fostering it took priority within higher education

and without. However, as time passed, this singularity of purpose changed as
12

the Academy’s clientele became less homogeneous in person and purpose, and
American sensibilities changed.
In the latter half of the eighteenth century, the young country began to

assert itself philosophically and politically. The Revolutionary War, though most
notably the manifestation of a political revolution, also reﬂected revolutionary
shifts in American cultural values. The emergence of the new republic depended
upon and fueled a new preoccupation with social and political reform. ”In 1740
America’s leading intellectuals were clergymen and thought about theology; in
1790 they were statesmen and thought about politics... One may properly
consider the American Revolution.... To mean the substitution Of political for
clerical leadership and of politics for religion as the most challenging area of
human thought and endeavor” (Morgan, 1963, p. 11). The new world was new
indeed and ﬁlled with the prospect of its own potential. AS its political and
cultural aspirations became more diverse, its expectations of higher education

expanded, and colleges refocussed their efforts on preparing students to ably
serve and advance the new society.

Mid 19th Century to 20th Century:
The Rise of Science

Ironically, in rising to meet the challenges presented by the country’s
emerging political and intellectual independence, American colleges began to

transform themselves by borrowing liberally from other educational traditions,
13

most notably the German and English. The more modern academy born of these
unions took a less integrated approach to faith and learning than did its elder

peers. Consequently, by the end of the nineteenth century Christian higher
education began to be distinguished within American higher education in
general because its worldview diverged from that which prevailed in the

academy at large. While Christian higher education remained characterized by
its commitment to the life of the soul, Similar commitment in American higher

education at large waned under the inﬂuence of the country’s broad social and
ideological changes.
For instance, societal changes spurring, and spurred by, the country’s

general shift from a primarily rural agricultural society to a primarily urban
technological one over the course of the 19th century led the academy away from
its singular religious purpose. Where denominations and religious fellowships
supplied the pivotal ﬁnancial support for colleges in the 1700’s, in the 1800s

industrial and individual donors emerged as signiﬁcant sources of funding
(Lucas, 1954; N011, 1984; Ringenberg, 1984; Rudolph, 1990). Powerful and afﬂuent
industrialists like Ezra Cornell, Johns Hopkins, Cornelius Vanderbilt, James

Duke, and Leland Stanford reshaped American higher education with their
money and their ideas of how relationships with denominations should be
conducted (Lucas, 1954; N011, 1984; Ringenberg, 1984; Rudolph, 1990). Their
ﬁnancial

14

contributions

and

the

institutions

that bear

their

names

were

investments in the industrial advancement of the country. Educational
leadership changed as well; where once the trustees or presidents leading
institutions were clergy members, now successful industrialists or business
leaders took the helm. Consequently, the Academy’s emphasis shifted
increasingly from orthodoxy to scholarship because scholarship and the
advancements it promised seemed to more directly support the industrial
aspirations of the country (Noll, 1984).
As expectations of higher education changed, Christian higher education
seemed tired, behind the times, not up to the challenges of modern life and work.

The life of the soul seemed increasingly incompatible with the life of the mind.
Johns Hopkins University, founded in 1876, and Cornell University, founded in

1868, were pioneering examples of an emerging academic culture that asserted
that ”religious beliefs and practices had no essential relationship to the primary

tasks of the modern American university—the production of knowledge through
research, its transmission by teaching, and its practical application in the service
of human progress” (Lyon, 1999, p. 73). As the previously unified mission of
American higher education that subsumed the life of the mind under the life of

the soul began to separate into distinct religious and intellectual components,
Christian higher education failed to advance the value of an integrated
perspective effectively and the religious component struggled for pertinence and
credibility.

15

In the Christian community outside academia the historic emphasis on the

integration of mind and soul had begun to fade somewhat. The Second Great
Awakening (1800-1820) and other sweeping Christian revivals of the early 18005
overemphasized

I

’...emotional,

Simple,

popular

preaching

instead

of

intellectually careful and doctrinally precise sermons; and personal feelings and
emotion instead Of a deep grasp of the nature of Christian teaching and ideas”
(Moreland, 1997, p.23). These revivals were no small localized religious

Observances like those that might observed today, but rather sweeping cultural
experiences that shaped the young country’s perspectives and values regarding
religion in general and Christianity in particular. In addition to broadly
refocussing public attention on the life of the soul, these movements signiﬁcantly
minimized the life of the mind and cultivated a growing anti-intellectualism
among their participants. (Marsden, 1980). As a result, an

ll

...intellectually

shallow, theologically illiterate form of Christianity came to be part of the
populist Christian religion that emerged” (Moreland, 1997, p. 23). Renowned
revival preacher, Billy Sunday, is reputed to have said ”When the word of God
says one thing and scholarship says another, scholarship can go to hell” (Wolfe,
2000, p. 61). Increasingly, a Christian worldview seemed incompatible with or
antithetical to rising standards of scholarship and learning.
As Christianity increasingly defined itself as anti-intellectual, American
higher education was investing itself increasingly in the life of the mind. A sort

16

of academic revolution began taking shape, simultaneously fed by and fueling
the rise of science, the Enlightenment, social secularization, and more

rationalized approaches to work and human interaction (Lucas, 1994; Marsden,
1994; Rudolph, 1990). Under this banner, the American Academy began to

elevate the prominence of intellectual development for its own sake, beyond its
specific contribution to the religious lives and faiths Of its students, and
increasingly distinguished the mission Of American higher education in general

from specifically Christian higher education. In reality, it was not this increased
emphasis on scholarship and intellectual development that ultimately proved
such a watershed moment in the evolution of American higher education and its
departure from its historically Christian roots, as much as it was the

establishment of intellectual development as distinct from moral, spiritual, and
religious development. Many universities continued to evidence cultural
commitments to religion. Christian and other religious ideals persisted in Chapel

programs, expectations for behavior, and the rhetorical life of even state
universities, but a comprehensive Christian worldview evidenced by the broad
integration Of faith and higher learning began to disappear quickly (Ringenberg,
1984; Rudolph, 1990).

Growing incompatibility between intellectual and religious commitments
was exacerbated by Significant changes in the curriculum itself that seemed to
marginalize the pertinence of anything impractical. Westward expansion and the
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transition from a primarily rural agricultural society to a primarily urban
technological one were quickly reﬂected in a shift of the university’s curriculum
from the classical to the more practical (Rudolph, 1990). The Morrill Federal

Land-Grant Acts Of 1862 and 1890 helped refocus the academy’s attention on
solving the agricultural, social, and industrial challenges presented by the
growth of the nation and the growing diversity of its citizens (Rudolph, 1990). In
addition, greater Specialization and professionalization Of the academic

enterprise resulted from the academy’s increasing efforts to model itself after its
European peers (Lucas, 1994; N011, 1984; N011, 1987).

As early as 1869, under its president Charles Eliot, Harvard helped lead
the move away from the traditional required curriculum emphasizing the

classics to a new, broader optional curriculum reﬂecting the personal and
vocational choices of its participants (Ringenberg, 1984). Other universities
quickly followed suit to varying degrees. This rise of electives and the emergence
of core expectations continued a broadening dis-integration of the curriculum
and the departure from traditional Christian education. Though Bible courses

were still Offered at many institutions, they were now only part of the options
laid before students rather than the required fundamentals of a higher education.
While the curriculum frequently contained signiﬁcant biblical, religious and

ethical components, the very act of compartmentalizing them ended the era in
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which broad integration of the curriculum and Christianity could be considered
characteristic of American higher education (Ringenberg, 1984).
As the 19th century progressed, American society and higher education

began to reframe its notions of truth and to reﬁne its means Of pursuing it. This
period is best characterized by the rise of science and naturalism as foundations
for higher learning in America. Throughout the middle and late 1800s,
persuasive contributions in science bolstered the growing regard for logical
positivism within academia and directly challenged traditional Christian
interpretations Of life and interaction. Francis Bacon’s methods of empirical and
inductive science, Newton’s Laws, and John Locke’s emphasis on sensory

experience among other scientiﬁc advancements contributed to a new conﬁdence
in and reliance on the natural rather than the supernatural for understanding and

interpreting experience (Noll, 1984).
Charles Darwin’s works (Origin of Species in 1859 and The Decent of Man in

1861) introduced a theory of evolution that simultaneously confirmed and
contributed to the prevailing naturalistic worldview and captured the minds and

imagination of American educators. ”The atmosphere of the university was
increasingly secular, increasingly intellectual, increasingly charged with the
excitement of a whole world of truth and exploration opened up by the concept

of evolution” (Rudolph, 1990, p. 346). Science vied to be the new religion of the
educated American man or woman, and became far more prominent in shaping
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the academic environment. Science was the new order of the day. The number of
science professors increased dramatically from 20 in 1800 to 300 by 1850
(Ringenberg, 1984). This rise of science and its attendant reverence for positivist
versions of knowledge, made values, morality, and faith increasingly difﬁcult to

consider and promote in academia.
Surprisingly, educators in Christian colleges and universities failed to
rebut ascending scientific and evolutionary assertions that were inconsistent with
a Christian worldview, choosing instead to ignore incompatibilities and retreat

into a sort of isolated orthodoxy or to assimilate divergent Christian and Secular
perspectives into more palatable and preachable syntheses (Moreland, 1997;
Ringenberg, 1984; Zacharias, 1996). Either strategy tended to sidetrack and

insulate Christian educators from the academic revolution gaining speed in most
American colleges and universities. Where the predominant worldview in

American higher education at its birth was undeniably Christian, a naturalistic
worldview now held sway.
Without assertive proponents, and increasingly perceived as antiintellectual, the Christian worldview languished in academia. It appeared to lose

pertinence in the rapidly changing contexts of American life, and failed to
adequately address diversifying community concerns (Noll, 1987). Simply put,
”...the Christian apologetic failed to keep pace with the dilemmas of society”
(Pressnell, 1994, p. 29). Failing to integrate science into the framework of moral,
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philosophical, and theological thought, the Christian college appeared ill-suited

to the modern age and ill equipped to prepare leaders to continue such
advancement (Pressnell, 1994). Consequently Christian thought appeared

oxymoronic to modern sensibilities and was increasingly marginalized
(Mahoney et al., 2000). ”As the ideal of science and iconoclastic naturalism
secured its hold on American university life, academic professionals became less
tolerant of theological objections to their critical conclusions” (Noll, 1986, p. 36).

Increasingly Christian educators found themselves alienated or dismissed from
the broader academic community (Ringenberg, 1984; N011, 1986).
AS universities threw off apparently threadbare Christian and religious
commitments, religious denominations responded by founding new colleges to
replace them (Ringenberg, 1984). However the general departure from

traditional values in the rapidly diversifying American culture continued to
undercut the goals they espoused.

Generally, Christian higher education

retreated in the face of changing intellectual and cultural values and found itself
isolated and diminished, or it adapted to ﬁt modern ideological and social
preferences that were incompatible with its fundamental worldview and found

itself conﬂicted. This seemed apropos in a society increasingly characterized by
religious pluralism and sharp separation of the sacred and secular.
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Early to Mid 20th Century:
The Marginalization of Faith
As the modern university advanced, it continued its shift from an

educational philosophy based on the centrality of a Christian worldview to one
virtually opposed to it. Increasingly the traditional values of Christian education
were considered an anathema to higher learning (Ringenberg, 1984; Noll, 1984).
”Many Christian colleges were continuing to retreat into their isolated enclaves
of anti-intellectualism. It was an era of significant decline in Christian

scholarship” (Pressnell, 1994, p. 32). Consequently, Christian colleges and
universities came under ﬁre as superficial, ineffective, or even fraudulent sources

of education.
The newly formed American Association Of University Professors
(AAUP), moved greatly by John Dewey’s assertion that truth was deﬁned by the
convergence of views of objective and scientiﬁc observers, increasingly
championed a truth deﬁned solely by general acclaim of the scientific
community (Marsden, 1993). Consequently, though the early AAUP affirmed the
right of religiously deﬁned schools to exist, its literature clearly implied that they
were undesirable and suggested that they were ”inferior exceptions to a

universal rule and hence could never be full-ﬂedged institutions of higher
learning” (Marsden, 1993). The university had come to the modern age and
”...the master narrative of modernity cast religion as a regressive force that
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impeded scientiﬁc inquiry and impeded academic freedom” (Mahoney et al.,
2000). This did not bode well for the future of Christian higher education.
The prevailing intellectual norms continued to push religion from the

center to the periphery of the academy during the twentieth century as
”...scholars were trained to leave their religious beliefs and Spiritual values
behind when they stepped into their ofﬁces, laboratories, and classrooms”
(Mahoney et al., 2000). In the mid 19003, amidst Signiﬁcant sociological, political,
and economic changes, the adolescent country noisily began to question the
pertinence of values altogether, and challenged with new fervor many common
psychological, sociological, and moral traditions it had corporately accepted

since it’s birth. The 19605 and 705 were decades in which virtually anything
traditional was suspect. Convention, in general, took a beating and the remaining

pertinence of faith and religion within the university suffered greatly under
society’s ﬁt of moral claustrophobia. Centuries before, Harvard may have made
some claim to know and to reﬁne the common values of its constituents, but in

the unrest and independence of the 1960’s even the perception of such

commonality vanished, and many institutions gave up such claims altogether.
Values, morality, and faith were increasingly regarded as outdated, irrelevant, or

even harmful to the success of the academic endea’vor as higher education
reconciled the tension between its original and modern missions by essentially
exorcising the persisting religious and moral obligations that were problematic
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(Ringenberg, 1984; Young, 1997). The new ”purged” missions look little like

those of early American universities. Robert M. MacIver (1955), Director of the
American Academic Freedom Project at Columbia University illustrated the Shift

in perspective when he wrote:
”Those who advocate that the university Should take a
definite religious stand are in their proselytizing zeal committing

themselves to a total perversion of the function of the university.
They would revert to the intellectual confusion of earlier times,

when a superimposed prior ”truth” retarded the advance of
knowledge and thus tended to imprison the inquiring mind. To
make the university a center for the propagation of any creed, of
any system of values that divides group from group, is to destroy
the special quality and the unique mission of the university as a
center for the free pursuit of knowledge wherever it may lead” (p.

71).
Where values-inculcation once held sway, value-neutrality now emerged
as the litmus test for an effective learning environment. Institutions tried to
insulate themselves from the conﬂict among society’s diverse values by
distancing values themselves from the arena of education. ”Modernity’s every
facet is built on a framework of facts wrenched—in European tradition, at least—

from their spiritual context, declared by Enlightenment thinkers to be objective
truths independent of good and evil” (Sharlet, 2000; Young, 1997).

Additionally, the tremendous changes spurred by the technological
revolution fueled this separation of religion and education by refueling and

reafﬁrming the naturalistic worldview. The roar of Sputnik’s launch in October
of 1957, reverberated across America like the report of a starter’s pistol, and the
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country embarked on an all-out race for technological supremacy. Naturally,
government, industry, and the populace turned to the institutions of higher

learning for the advancement and discovery required to win the race. With this
incentive and the continuing academic ascension of positivism and scientific
inquiry, by the middle of the century, American higher education’s prejudice
against academic expressions of religious viewpoints seemed to be complete
(Marsden, 1994).

In the latter third of the twentieth century, this prejudice became even
more profound as societal priorities and preoccupation with corporate

achievement and monetary gain augmented American higher education’s
commitment to the life of the mind with a new emphasis on the life of the

market. Where the success of American higher education might have originally
been gauged by the depth of a graduate’s faith, and more recently by the depth
of his or her thoughts, it is more recently displayed by the depth of his or her

pockets. The Carnegie Foundation’s National Surveys of Undergraduates in
1969, 1976, and 1984 bear out this trend and track the decline in undergraduate’s
appreciation for values education and the steady rise in demand for occupational
preparation fueling what Ernest Boyer decried as the pursuit of competence
without conscience (Boyer, 1981).
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Not only has the moral mission languished, but even the once-laudable
pursuit of truth for truth’s sake has been replaced by a more pedestrian and
utilitarian reverence. In the words of Wilfred Cantwell Smith:
”Traditionally, and essentially, universities were what they were—

and uncontrivedly had the allegiance and respect that they deserved to
have—because they were in pursuit of a truth that is above all. . .. The shift
in recent times has been from a notion of truth that we serve, to a different

notion of truth as something that serves us. . .. We manufacture knowledge
as we manufacture cars, and with similar Objectives: to increase our
power, pleasure, or proﬁt—or if we are altruistic, to offer it to others so

they may increase theirs” (Smith, 1977, p. 543).
AS a result, modern universities’ mission statements read very differently
from those of their peers founded a century earlier: ”The university’s primary
responsibility is to serve the... area by providing a sound foundation in
professional education, to meet local needs in business administration, to reﬂect

the economic characteristics of the community, and to prepare students for
useful careers” (Astin, 1978). Many no longer even espouse an intention to
acknowledge the religious lives of their students let alone to advance their moral
development.
As the twentieth century advanced, faith, in America, if not in western

culture at large, seemed destined not only to be compartmentalized and

eschewed within learning environments, but to be increasingly marginalized as
non-essential in the lives of the learners themselves. It was considered cosmetic,
peripheral, and inconsequential, one of many hobbies that decorate individuals’
private lives, but have little or no bearing on the public or academic enterprise.
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Academic socialization, and prevailing intellectual norms strongly inﬂuenced the
academic culture to distance itself from the life of the soul. This trend was
reﬂected in religiously afﬁliated institutions’ efforts to distance themselves as

well from their ecclesiastical bodies. (Mahoney, et al., 2000). By ”[m]id century,
conventional wisdom held that society would become less beholden to religion
as it became more enamored of modernity—to rational government, science and
technology. But this has not happened... Religion refused to go quietly into that
good night of marginalization” (Mahoney et al., 2000).

Late 20th Century into the let Century:
Resurgence of Christian Higher Education
On the contrary, despite the trend toward secularization throughout the

mid twentieth century, as we approach and enter a new millenium, religion in
universities and colleges is enjoying increased vitality- In a recent summary of
the Lilly endowment’s Religion in Education project Kathleen Mahoney (2000)
reﬂected on this resurgence and the breadth of this revitalization:

”Fueled by religious dynamism within society, widespread interest
in spirituality, and postmodern disenchantment with the concept of valuefree inquiry, religion has rallied on campuses across the country...The

religious revitalization of the academy cuts a wide swath across the
landscape of American higher education—through state universities and
private colleges, elite research institutions and community colleges,
secular universities and religiously-afﬁliated institutions” (p. 5).

As the twentieth century gives way to the twenty-first, spiritual life in
general has found new purchase in the popular imagination. One has only to
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scan the best seller shelves in a local bookstore to glimpse the growing interest in
spiritual understanding and wellness. Christian colleges and universities are
enjoying a renaissance of sorts as well. Enrollment, popular regard, and

academic quality are all improving. ”Enrollments at the ninety-five member
institutions of the Council of Christian Colleges and Universities increased 24
percent between 1990 and 1998 while enrollments at other institutions rose by
less than ﬁve percent” (Mahoney et al., 2000). Scholars in Christian colleges and
universities, most notably those afﬁliated with the evangelical tradition, seem to

have stepped up the intellectual rigor of their scholarship and seem to be gaining
broader credibility (Wolfe, 2000).

Ringenberg

(1984)

notes

ﬁve

emerging

character

traits

of

the

contemporary Christian college or university: ”1) growing quality; 2) an enlarged
intellectual openness within the realm of orthodoxy; 3) an increasing effort to
integrate faith, learning, and living; 4) a continuing effort to promote spiritual

nurture and character development; and 5) an increasing degree of
intercollegiate cooperation” (p. 196). It seems that Christian colleges and
universities, though slower to adapt than their secular peers, are beginning to

apply themselves to the modern riddle of American higher education. They are
discovering the valuable contributions their speciﬁc perspectives can offer
modern and postmodern thought. ”Vast intellectual and formidable ethical

frontiers Open as the twenty-ﬁrst century begins...religious scholars and church28

related institutions can play an important role: to bring to the public insights
rooted in and informed by the worldviews of the great religious traditions”
(Mahoney et al., 2000).

Christian colleges and universities offer a cohesive worldview to a society
increasingly glutted with information and looking for some overarching
meaning to help order and apply its limitless facts. The schools rising to this
challenge discover the paradox lurking at its core: ”The very conditions which
create the need for meaning also make it extremely difﬁcult to meet it” (Garber,

1996, p.111). In this light, the success of Christian colleges and universities in the
new millenium depends largely on their ability to meet several challenges
presented by contemporary society and prevailing notions of higher learning.

First Of all, they must grapple with the broad social and educational
regard for pluralism. ”While religious pluralism is considered a valuable cultural
and intellectual resource in virtually every academic community, it presents
challenges for institutions wishing to express their religious identity in a
denominationally speciﬁc manner. How can a college honor its denominational
heritage in a religiously pluralistic context?” (Mahoney et al., 2000, p. 8).

A cohesive worldview that helps adherents navigate among the
competing priorities and values of a diverse society naturally elevates some
values and perspectives above others and appears out Of synch with the common
reverence for pluralism. Christian colleges and universities must support ”the
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contemporary college student—especially the Christian student whose creedal
commitments are rooted in the possibility and reality of trut --” in forming a
worldview that will be ”coherent across the whole of life because it addresses the
whole of life” (Garber, 1996, p. 124). Like their secular peers, Christian colleges

and universities have become more socially and culturally diverse in the latter
half of the 20th century and ﬁnd themselves grappling with environments and
clientele that are less homogenous than they once were (Mahoney et al., 2000).
The breadth and depth of perspective and experience within a contemporary
Christian worldview is increasingly recognized and explored (Mahoney et al.,
2000)
Secondly, despite increasing public regard and participation, Christian
colleges and universities in the 21st century must grapple with prevailing notions
of academic freedom, and scholarship that challenge their fundamental
commitments to a Christian worldview. A Christian worldview revolves around
truths and values that became an anathema to value-free standards for higher
learning which emerged in the 19th and early 20th century. The American

Association of University Professors (AAUP) devoted itself in part to
dismantling the 19th century’s old-style Christian academic partisanship because
its recognition of moral absolutes conﬂicted with the goal Of values-neutrality.
However, the sham of values-neutrality has come and gone in the academy Since

that time and American higher education and society acknowledges and
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entertains values differently than it did before. ”Yet nearly eighty years later
most academics seem uncritically to hold that religiously-based viewpoints are
by nature no better than second-class, even though most of the intellectual and

cultural reasons that led to that discrimination are based on underlying
assumption that scholars themselves cannot defend” (Marsden, 1993, p. 235).
Christian colleges and universities in the 21st century commit themselves to
expressing a Christian worldview in academically credible ways.
Thirdly, Christian colleges and universities in the 21st century must
grapple with commonly held estimations of professional preparation and
achievement that give the life of the soul short Shrift. The professional standard
for professorial excellence remains almost exclusively disciplinary and
pedagogical accomplishment. This leaves Christian colleges and universities’
faculties populated by well-heeled faculty who know their discipline and are
generally supportive of their institutions’ religious mission, but who are also
woefully ignorant of its denominational heritage or the Christian intellectual
tradition in general (Mahoney et al., 2000). ”Insofar as loyalty to disciplinary
guilds, membership in professional associations, and a long record of scholarly
publications are the chief criteria for tenure and the hallmarks of an academic life

honorably lived, what resources and motivation do faculty members have to
contribute to the religious mission of their college or university?” (Mahoney et
al., 2000, p. 8). The specialization Of the modern professorate may not serve the
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integrative needs of the Christian college or university. Professors that are overly
steeped in their discipline may not appreciate or articulate its place in a greater
scheme. Stan Gaede (2000), provost of one well known Christian college, fears
the effect of such tunnel vision at such a crucial developmental moment: ”The

guild provides the modern professor with specialized knowledge in a
meaningless framework. Yet it is the tools of the guild that our new faculty come
to us with, ready to chisel and craft the hearts and minds of students who are

only four years beyond eighth grade. It is a frightening thought” (p.7).
Conversely, professors who remain committed to a Christian worldview
must repeatedly assess their pertinence in an academic culture that may regard

such commitment as a decoration at best and a deﬁciency at worse. Those who
are ”rooted in the truth of Jesus Christ, and who believe that all things cohere
and have meaning in Him, will have to routinely and regularly ask themselves
the revolutionary question, So what? So what does that truth have to do with the
conversation in the guild... or the application of my discipline to the overall
learning of my students?” (Gaede, 2000, p. 7).
It is worth noting that making a positive impact on students’ religious

attitudes and values requires some deliberate attention on the part of a university
or college. Research reﬂects the liberalizing effect of American higher education
and suggests that increased religious commitment is not endemic in the
educational experience itself. In fact, there is substantial evidence to the contrary,
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suggesting that educational attainment is positively related to religious attitude
change toward the secular rather than the sacred. Pascarella and Terenzini (1991)

identify a clear decline in the importance of religious values during the college

experience. This decline is characterized by ”changing (usually dropping)
afﬁliation with a traditional church, a reduction in church going or prayer,
alterations in beliefs about a supreme being, or a decline in general religiosity”
(Pascarella 8: Terenzini, 1991, p. 281). Following over 500 students for over a

decade, Funk and Willits (1987) found those graduating from college to have the
lowest scores, followed by those with some exposure to the college experience,
and those with no college experience evidencing the highest degree of ”sacred”
attitudes toward God and religion.
Alexander Astin (1977) also recognizes this Shift toward secularization

during the college years, and attributes it to normal maturation and the higher
educational experience. Changing societal values may also bear strongly on this
trend.

Integration and Compartmentalization:
Reconciling Competing Aspirations in Christian Higher Education

Contemporary Christian colleges and universities ﬁnd themselves then

with the considerable challenge of not only espousing their Christian
commitments in the conspicuous verbiage of their mission statements and other
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public documents, but of expressing them in the myriad more interpersonal and
individualized experiences of the university community’s life and work. It is
through these experiences that students presumably encounter and are shaped

by the institution’s Christian commitment. Consequently, Christian colleges and
universities are very interested in managing and hopefully maximizing their
distinctive commitments to both the life of the mind and the life of the soul.
These commitments prove surprisingly competitive and even contradictory in

operation and therefore do not coexist peacefully in the life and work of all
Christian colleges and universities. Contemporary biases against religion, faith,
values,

and

morality within American higher

education

and

current

interpretations of academic freedom challenge the compatibility of these

commitments and frequently cast the comprehensive integration of faith and
learning as an ongoing challenge to reconcile apparently divergent aims.
In the current educational culture of ”established nonbelief”,
Christian colleges and universities are faced with a formidable challenge
indeed (Marsden, 1994). Their espoused commitment to a Christian
worldview and their acknowledgement of a religious component to
education identiﬁes them as either out of touch, out of date, or quite

literally, out Of their minds in a modern era that insists on marginalizing
and even vilifying such things. Yet their efforts to craft a broadly
respectable learning environment characterized by credible scholarship
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and free inquiry seems to subvert their commitment to students’ spiritual
wellbeing. Reconciling these potentially divergent aims presents Christian
colleges with an apparently impossible choice: to either compromise their

moral mission for the sake of ”real” learning and academic credibility, or
to compromise the quality of intellectual and practical preparation for the
sake of students’ souls.
Some Christian colleges and universities, notably many of those in the
Consortium of Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU), appear to address
this challenge by rejecting the notion that fostering students’ intellectual
preparation and fostering spiritual maturation are actually divergent or
competing aims in the ﬁrst place. The idea that the highest form of human

intellectual activity must exclude religious expression is, in fact, a relatively
recent and largely western notion (Marsden, 1994). Similarly, the notion that
religious experience would somehow be more genuine or fully-developed if it
were unencumbered by the thought process seems ill conceived as well.
Institutions that refuse to acknowledge incompatibility in their academic and
religious aims invest themselves in maximizing both faith development and

learning. Proclaiming that ”all truth is God’s truth” they acknowledge no need to
compromise either the life of the soul or the life of the mind (Holmes, 1977). They
assert that ”beliefs about God, God’s creation, and God’s will and provision for

humans should have an impact on scholarship not just in theology, but also in
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considering other dimensions of human thought and relationships” (Marsden,
1994, p. 7).
It is this reticence to compartmentalize between the ”secular” activities Of

the world and the ”sacred” activities of the church that ultimately distinguishes
an integrative mindset. (Holmes, 1977; Pressnell, 1993). Walsh and Middleton

(1984) typify this mindset in asserting:
”We are called to serve the lord and acknowledge his
kingship in the whole range of our cultural activities. There are not

sacred /secular compartments here. Our service to God is not
something we do alongside our ordinary human life. The Bible
knows no such dichotomy. In the Biblical worldview, all of life, in

all of its dimensions is constituted as religion. From our economic
choices to our recreation, from our prayer life to the way in which

we bathe our babies, in every cultural action and deed, we live only
in response to the cosmic, creation law of God” (pp. 67-68).

Learning in particular and the educational environments in general at
these Christian colleges and universities prize faith-integration above all, and
accept the greater challenge not of simply mediating institutional religious and

intellectual aspirations, but of advancing both effectively together. This
integrated worldview is carried out in curricular expectations, faculty
appointment, tenure review, campus life, and all other contexts of institutional
life.
Other Christian colleges and universities acknowledge some degree of
dissonance in their academic and moral missions and manage commitments to
students’ intellectual and spiritual development that frequently compete with
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one another. Theirs is the challenge of reconciling apparently incompatible
emphases on the life of the mind and the life of the soul, of crafting a mutually
supportive relationship between the sacred and the secular by keeping each in its

proper place and perspective. RC. Sproul, John Gertner, and Arthur Lindsley
colorfully capture the nature of this ideological détente in asserting:
”No martyr’s blood is shed in the secular west. SO long as
the Church knows her place and remains quietly at peace on her

modern reservation. Let the babes pray and sing and read their
Bibles, continuing steadfastly in their intellectual retardation; the

church’s extinction will not come by sword or pillory, but by the
quiet death of irrelevance. But let the church step Off the
reservation, let her penetrate once more the culture of the day and
the... face of secularism will change from a benign smile to a
savage snarl” (Quoted in Moreland, 1997, p. 32).
The reconciliation, or perhaps more appropriately, the management of

competing aims in these colleges and universities is effected by adopting a sort of
”two-sphere” paradigm that permits the institution’s participants to consider

and advance the life of the mind and the life of the soul separately. (Lyon 8:
Beaty, 1999). They perceive that faith and learning, while both important, are two
distinct and independent spheres of human activity and concern, and as such
must be ideologically or even operationally partitioned. Consequently, Christian
colleges and universities with this perspective, reconcile prevailing secular
perspectives with their religious values and heritage by compartmentalizing the
educational experience to create a learning environment in which the truths of
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scientiﬁc knowledge and the truths of religious faith are ”qualitatively different
and intellectually insulated from one another” (Jencks, 1968).

Presumably, this strategy promises the best of both worlds-— broader

academic credibility as well as deeper religious commitment, each in its proper
place. But this compartmentalizing strategy prizes guided segregation over true

integration, and so seems less of an actual reconciliation of competing aims than
an attempt to minimize the conﬂict that might result when they collide. It is more
akin to sending quarrelsome children to their separate rooms-- nothing is
genuinely resolved, but tension is at least temporarily managed and hidden out
of sight. In the end, this segregation paradigm seems characterized as much by a
managed neglect of both learning and faith as it is by the successful advancement

of either. Though it offers some immediate shelter for faith within the university,
it simultaneously limits its pertinence and may therefore ultimately prove its
undoing. The success of the ”two-sphere” paradigm hinges more upon the
university’s ability to establish appropriate pertinence and separation Of the
sacred and the secular than to integrate the two, and more upon mediating

spiritual and intellectual mission distinctives than upon fully fostering either
one.
Consequently, the role of faith in the classroom becomes a particularly
difﬁcult challenge for Christian colleges and universities embracing this two-

sphere paradigm and accepting contemporary biases about learning and
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academic freedom that preclude religious expression. The classroom represents a
conspicuous arena in which the two spheres may potentially collide and be
proven painfully incompatible. As a result, these schools frequently cede the

classroom context to the secular Sphere. Aside from specific biblical study and
religion courses among the general education and core requirements, their
curricular contexts Often look much like those of their secular peers (Ringenberg,

1984). Not only are the topics similar, but the prevailing ontology, worldviews,
and modes of inquiry mirror those of presumably ”non-Christian” institutions.
As its Christian commitment becomes less pertinent within the classroom
and the other conventional learning contexts, Christian universities rely
increasingly on the other contexts and experiences Of campus life, the

interactions of the ”Christian community” so many reference in their mission
statements, to make their signature impact on students’ religious and faith
development (Ringenberg, 1984). Not surprisingly, the campus life at these

colleges is often well developed. It is characterized by the presence of myriad
Christian student organizations (or absence of organizations deemed inconsistent
with the institution’s faith perspective), evangelistic and service opportunities,

worship and biblical study opportunities, and deference to religious principles in
matters of student conduct and interaction. Frequently such schools maintain
mandatory chapel programs or encourage similar corporate religious experiences
(Lyon 8: Beaty, 1999). Campus rhetoric, outside the specific classroom context,
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also reﬂects and reinforces the institutions’ religious priorities. Public prayer,
allusion to biblical passages or other religious texts, and sharing of personal
religious experience are not only accepted but expected in many contexts,
particularly at the formal and ceremonial gatherings that support and refine the

campus community’s sense of institutional identity.
In short, Christian colleges and universities adopting the two-sphere
paradigm tend to conﬁne their most energetic pursuit of their religious mission
to their co-curricular programs and to the Opportunities and extensions of
campus life outside the classroom and other conventional learning contexts
(Lyon 8: Beaty, 1999). Theirs is a sort of smorgasbord approach to reconciling the
divergent intellectual and spiritual aims of their missions. They prepare and

present a feast of sound, but very separate dishes from which students pick and
choose according to their own interests and needs. A ”dish” may be featured
here and there, encouraged by institutional incentive or requirement, but the

emphasis is primarily on presenting multiple choices. Their students,
presumably hungry for a Christian education, make multiple selections from the
curricular and co-curricular experiences they are served, and the ”meal” they
assemble presumably represents and advances the priorities of the two-spheres
by aggregation. Thus, in keeping with the metaphor, institutions that adopt this

strategy, shift the responsibility of reconciling the divergent components Of their
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institutional missions, and of effectively integrating the sacred and secular
aspects of life onto their students’ plates.
In such an environment, it is the student himself or herself who primarily

wrestles with the challenges of integration, the search for a unifying worldview,

the need for institutional coherence as he or She continually moves between the
spheres. In one sense, this Shift represents the abdication of one Of the
university’s most precious powers and responsibilities. Neil Postman registers

his concern about this in Technopoly: The Surrender of Culture to Technology:
”...perhaps the most important contribution schools can make to

the education of our youth is to give them a sense of coherence in their
studies, a sense of purpose, meaning and interconnectedness in what they

learn. Modern secular education is failing not because it doesn’t teach who
Ginger Rogers, Norman Mailer and a thousand other people are but
because it has no moral, social or intellectual center. There is no set of

ideas or attitudes that permeates all parts of the curriculum. The
curriculum is not, in fact, a ”course of study” at all but a meaningless

hodgepodge of subjects. It does not even put forward a clear vision of
what constitutes an educated person. . .” (Postman, 1992, p. xii).

Christian colleges and universities that embrace the two-sphere
perspective may minimize or at least relocate the conﬂict born of their divergent
missions, but in so doing, they run great risk of becoming the ”meaningless

hodgepodge” Postman decries. Their vulnerability lies not so much in their lack
of either moral or intellectual content, but for their failure or unwillingness to

craft and model a persuasive and central worldview that integrates the two.
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Consider Stan Gaede’s (2000) characterization of a typical day of a typical
college student at a typical university:
”...a potpourri of stimulation; from three or four classes where
disparate information is taught from disparate worldviews; to
conversations and friendships that bear no relationship at all to anything

going on in those four classes; to various forms of entertainment that are
as coherent as 30 minutes of Seinfeld; to a round of engagement on the
net, with chat rooms on everything from surﬁng to sex to suds; to an hour

of exercise and aerobics, so one can over indulge oneself in food and
frivolity and not pay the price... The point is not that our students are
different from us; they are precisely the same. They have learned this life
from us. It is a life which is long on stimulation and short on integrity and

coherence” (p. 8).
Integration therefore is of vital importance within higher education in

general and Christian higher education in particular if for no reason other than
the fact that most students perceive in-class and out-of-class experiences to be
seamless and may not be able to manage the artificial compartrnentalization of
multiple spheres into something truly vital and coherent (Kuh et al, 1991). In fact,
in an educational environment increasingly characterized by the lack Of

curricular coherence, Christian colleges and universities would seem uniquely
situated: ”to afford students opportunities to wrestle with issues Of meaning and
purpose, to consider transcendent realities, and to pursue a life well lived in its
fullest sense” (Mahoney et al., 2000, p. 16). By the same token, Christian colleges

and universities failing to weave the intellectual and spiritual components Of
their missions together effectively, leave their students tripping over the seams
between their collegiate experiences and searching for some elusive common
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thread. These comments from two recent Harvard graduates poignantly reﬂect

the nihilism and despair born of such disjointed experience: ”. . .there is one idea,
one sentiment, which we have all acquired at some point in our...[academic]
careers; and that, ladies and gentlemen, is, in a word, confusion”; ”...it is heresy

to suggest the superiority of some value. . .The freedom Of our day is the freedom
to devote ourselves to any values we please, on the mere condition that we do
not believe them to be true” (Garber, 1996, p.93).
In microcosm, this compartmentalizing reﬂects similar dynamics at work
in many American higher educational institutions at the turn of the twentieth
century. As described earlier, these forces in that larger context, led eventually to
the current full secularization of the American Academy. Consequently, some
have suggested that the movement to complete secularization is itself inexorable

for an institution of higher learning, part of the normal evolution or maturation
process of any American college or university, and that by implication, Christian
colleges may be merely immature or inferior colleges (Hofstader, 1955). This
certainly begs the central question posed by Lyons and Beaty (1999): ”is the
pattern of dividing faith and learning inevitably a step toward full secularization,

or can it be a reasonable and sustainable way of maintaining an institution’s
religious identity?” (p. 75). This is an important consideration for any Christian
college or university adopting the two-sphere paradigm or otherwise managing
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the pertinence Of its Christian commitment in the learning environment with the
intention of safeguarding its religious foundation.

Expressing Institutional Character:

Contexts for Communicating Christian Commitment
The modern American Christian college or university seeking to
communicate its Christian commitment must be mindful of which experiences

effectively express the values its mission espouses. While this study seeks to
identify the actual contexts and experiences students find most potent in
communicating this Christian perspective, literature and experience reveal a
variety of potential arenas for such communication: 1) the university’s policies
and procedures, 2) the academic environment, 3) the residential community, 4)

campus life and other activities, 5) relationships and interpersonal interaction.

Policies 6* Procedures:

A college or university’s policies and procedures should ﬂow naturally
from its mission. They should serve to shape the community and direct
individual and corporate experience to be. consonant with the core values and
purposes articulated by the mission of the institution. Defining documents may

present the aspirations, but the ”policies, practices, standard Operating
procedures are the means through which an institution enacts or consistently
expresses its mission” (Kuh, et al., 1991, p. 256). Educational leaders must
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understand the institution’s mission and values and be able to ”translate the
mission and values into meaningful, speciﬁc, and realistic goals for academic

programs and student services” (Banta, et al., 1996, p. 17). Such translation is

frequently apparent in the policies that guide university life. It is reasonable to
expect, therefore, that an institution’s mission distinctives such as a specific

Christian orientation would be evidenced in the policies and procedures its
participants encounter in their daily lives and work.

Where such distinctions represent strong moral values, there is even more
reason to expect effective institutions to make them manifested in the policies
and procedures directing campus life and setting standards for campus conduct.
”...Failure to do so,” in the opinion of Harvard University president, Derek Bok

(1990) ”threatens to convey a message that neither these values nor the effort to
live up to them are of great importance or common concern. This message is not
only unworthy of the academy; it is likely, in the atmosphere of a university, to
leave students morally confused and unable to acquire strong ethical convictions
of their own” (p. 100). Ultimately, any authority to clarify expectations and
challenge inapprOpriate student conduct is legitimated by the core values in
which those institutional policies and practices are grounded (Kuh, et al., 1991, p.
289). There is no more conspicuous location for a Christian university to present
the behavioral implications of a Christian worldview to its students and faculty
than in its formalized expectations for their conduct. If the source of such
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expectations can not be traced directly to institutional mission and purpose, there

is no universally accepted standard, no arbiter of the countless different
individual perspectives on behavior contained within a diverse campus
community.

Rules and expectations ”Clarify norms on campus and signal the
importance of basic moral obligations and habits of ethical behavior” (Bok, 1990,
p. 85). On Christian campuses, one might reasonably ﬁnd behavioral
expectations that exemplify and reinforce the Christian values of the institution’s
mission. While rules that prohibit lying, cheating, stealing, violent behavior,
interference with free expression, or other acts that break fundamental cultural

norms, are common at secular institutions of higher learning as well, the

rationale for such rules may be more overtly tied to fundamental faith
commitments at Christian colleges and universities, and hence may assist in
communicating such commitment to students.
University policies and procedures communicate much more than the
II

simple ”How-To’s of college life. They Simultaneously deﬁne expectations and

reﬁne activities to reﬂect the mission of the institution more consistently. A
college community that has an ideal or vision has, in effect, expectations of what
I

its members are to become. ’...When such expectations are consistently
expressed in all structures and activities of the institution, then different
communal experiences may mutually reinforce one another” (Kuh, et al., 1991, p.
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283). Simply put, policies and procedures are prime vehicles for expressing the
university’s mission and may speak loudly in articulating and Operationalizing a
Christian worldview at Christian colleges and universities.

Academic Experience

In its simplest sense, the core of the typical academic enterprise is student
learning in conventional classroom settings. Obviously, students are inﬂuenced
considerably in living and learning contexts outside these formal environments
like classrooms, laboratories, studios, and lecture halls, and that will be discussed

momentarily,

but

the

conventional

curricular

context

merits

serious

consideration in itself. As discussed in the previous section, contemporary
interpretations of academic freedom, ontology, and epistemology make the
transmission of a college or university’s Christian worldview especially
challenging in these contexts (Marsden, 1993). Committed faculty members may
be faced with an apparently impossible choice between their academic credibility
and spiritual orthodoxy. Christian colleges and universities struggle to ﬁnd the
connection between the intellectual and spiritual enterprise, and to express

distinctive Christian mission components in academically respectable ways.
The curricular experience is a potentially powerful environment to model
the breadth and pertinence of the institution’s worldview. In fact, it is this
common grounding that paves the way for a truly integrated experience.
Westrnont College provost, Stan Gaede (2000), reﬂected on the value of this
47

foundation in his recent address to the National Education Coloquium of the
Association of Southern Baptist Colleges and Schools:
”Without a worldview grounding, information is nothing more

than a self-serving utility. We pick and choose facts which conform to our
self-interest. Indeed many postmodern thinkers, who assume there is no

external reality outside of one’s self, assume as well that that is all we can
ever do. All knowledge is reduced to ideology, and ideology serves
certain political interests” (p.10).
His words serve as a warning to any college or university that would hope
to present a consistent face to students. This lack of ”grounding” fosters a

relativistic deﬁnition of truth that is largely incompatible with a Christian
worldview and particularly confusing at Christian colleges and universities.
Such institutions purport via their missions to value certain truths and values

over others and curricular experiences that fail to reinforce such mission
distinctives serve instead to dilute them in the life and experience of their
participants. In short, learning associated with students’ academic experiences
comprises a signiﬁcant portion of the developmental impact made during their
time in the university. The curricular context is therefore a likely arena for the
university’s expression of its Christian commitment.

Campus Life 8 Activities

Outside the curricular context students continue to encounter the
university’s mission and to be inﬂuenced by their association. Though frequently
less formalized than traditional curricular learning contexts, these campus life
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experiences and activities have consistently been identiﬁed as powerful
inﬂuences on the development of students (Astin, 1993; Boyer, 1987; Holmes,
1987; Pascarella 8: Terenzini, 1991).

Students, particularly undergraduate and residential students, Spend the
overwhelming majority of their time interacting with the university outside of
formal or conventional learning environments such as classrooms, laboratories,

studios, and lecture halls. They are inﬂuenced greatly by and through their
engagement in intramural and intercollegiate sports, campus events, student
organizations, Greek Life, service opportunities, international travel, and other

components of the ”multifaceted co-curriculum” (Pascarella 8: Terenzini,-1991, p.
624). Christian colleges and universities frequently develop and depend upon
these

experiences

to

reﬂect

and

advance

their

institution’s

Christian

commitment.

Among these experiences, ministry and service opportunities, corporate
worship Opportunities are often visible expressions of institutional religious
commitment (Lyon 8: Beaty, 1999). Community service opportunities are a

particularly rich experience for the. communication of a Christian worldview.
Since a Christian worldview is not only a vision of life, but a vision for life,

students at a Christian college or university must be moved to put ”legs” on their
beliefs. Brian Walsh (1992) calls this ”education for praxis” and describes it as
”education which empowers people for cultural action of reform and
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redirection” (p.15). Colleges and universities seeking to communicate a Christian

worldview must not be content with presenting only the conceptual framework
of their worldview. The institution must model the active living-out of that
worldview, and offer their students vital opportunities to live it out as well.
Christian colleges and universities may also express their values by
regulating corporate and organizational activity to be consonant with
institutional ideals (Kuh, et al., 1991). The Christian commitment of a college or

university may be as potently conveyed by what is not present or permitted in
campus life as by what is. Events and activities that appear to contradict
elements of the institution’s mission and purpose or to promote questionable
behavior may be prohibited. Similarly, student organizations whose purposes or

values are not deemed consonant with the university’s may not be permitted to
form or function on campus. Simply put, the many activities and opportunities of
the

co-curricular

program

represent

a

potentially

powerful

voice

in

communicating a college’s or university’s Christian commitment to its
participants.

Residential Life
Among potential co-curricular experiences, the Residential experience

seems to be particularly powerful in shaping students’ understanding and
internalization of the university’s mission. Pascarella 8: Terenzini (1991) identify
the residential experience as a particularly potent contributor to student change
50

in their signiﬁcant How College Aﬂ'ects Students, not only for the community

experience it presents in itself, but for its ability to maximize residents’
opportunities for social, cultural, and other extracurricular involvement (p. 611).

It is the culture created on-campus that provides the interactions and examples
that move students’ own values. Garber (1996) asserts that ”community is the
context for the growth of convictions and character” and identifies the residential
experience as fertile ground for the cultivation of a Christian college’s or
university’s mission and purpose (p. 146). Programming and interactions within

this residential community sustain and extend the learning environment of the
university into students informal and more personal lives (Kuh, et al., 1991;
Pascarella 8: Terenzini, 1991).

In a sense, campus communities serve as illustrations of the story told
throughout the institution. The university’s laudable aspirations for a productive
life and work are described to students in myriad other documents and
encounters, but they are depicted more vividly, acted out, in these campus
communities. Garber (1996) reminds us that seeing is believing:

”The students who take their university-framed ideas about what is
real and true and right and deepen rather than discard them as they move
into the responsibilities of adulthood... have seen a social construction of

their beliefs in the life of communities along the way” (p. 173).
Certainly, this social construction may be visible in many places outside
the campus residential community, but the world framed within a Christian
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college’s or university’s residence halls, apartments, and houses remains a
powerful expression of its overarching mission and purpose to those who live
there.

Relationships 8 Interpersonal Involvement

Ultimately, how successfully a college’s or university’s curricular,
residential, and co-curricular experiences express its core values and mission

distinctives depends more on the interpersonal interactions it fosters within these
arenas than upon any particular program or event in itself. Pascarella 8:
Terenzini (1991) point out that:

”. . .a large part of the impact of college is determined by the extent
and content of one’s interactions with major agents of socialization on
campus, namely faculty members and student peers. The inﬂuence of
interpersonal interaction with these groups is manifest in intellectual

outcomes as well as in changes in attitudes, values, aspirations, and a
number of psychosocial characteristics” (p. 620).
Our relationships and personal interactions are deeply inﬂuential in our
lives, and consequently are far more than cosmetic in the educational endeavor.

Robert Belah (1986) in the provocative Habits of the Heart reminds us that:
”...there are truths we do not see when we adopt the language of

radical individualism. We ﬁnd ourselves not independently of other
people and institutions but through them. We never get to the bottom of
ourselves on our own. We discover who we are face to face and side by

side with others in work, love, and learning... we are parts of a larger
whole. . .” (p. 84).
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Christian colleges’ and universities’ abilities to shape and direct this
relational ”larger whole”, as much if not more than their abilities to create

speciﬁc formal and corporate educational experiences, contribute to their

ultimate success in student development. In short, when it comes to shaping
students, it’s not just the programs, projects, and policies that exert inﬂuence-it’s the people. ”The effectiveness of the educational community depends upon
the characteristics, interests, values, attitudes, and orientations of the students

who live and work there; the frequency and nature of their contacts with one

another and the faculty within the unit; and the general intellectual and social—
psychological context they collectively create” (Pascarella 8: Terenzini, 1991, p.

653). It is not just the predictable, professional, and largely proscribed
interactions of the university’s participants that changes them as much as it is the

personal relationships they develop and negotiate with one another in the midst
of it all. As Garber (1996) in his The Fabric of Faithfulness asserts ”The

contemporary university student requires relationship in order for ideas to
become real” (p. 140). Let us reﬂect brieﬂy but speciﬁcally on the inﬂuence of

students’ interactions with faculty and their peers.
American colleges and universities have long appreciated the extradisciplinary inﬂuence of faculty upon their students’ character. Noah Porter,
former president Of Yale University, succinctly articulated this value in his
inaugural address: ”The most efﬁcient of all moral inﬂuences in a college are
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those which proceed from the personal characters of the instructors” (Veysey,
1965, p. 45). Not surprisingly, Christian colleges and universities have frequently
based faculty members’ appointments in part on their evidencing or attesting to

some level of personal religious commitment and/or involvement. The
assumption seems to be that the faculty, by virtue of their own personal religious
sensitivities will persuade students similarly and teach secularly credible courses
in a ”kinder gentler way” (Lyon 8: Beaty, 1999). Correspondingly, faculty
advancement

and

tenure processes at such universities

often include

expectations to evidence the personal religious sensitivity on which such hopes
are pinned via traditional means such as scholarship, teaching, and service.
However, the actual effect of individual faculty members’ personal

convictions on students depends largely on their interaction with students on a
personal level. Cardinal Newman’s pointed assertion in Mark Schwehn’s Exiles
from Eden (1993) bears reﬂection:

”The personal inﬂuence of the teacher is able in some sort to
dispense with an academical [sic] system, but that system cannot in any
sense dispense with personal inﬂuence. With inﬂuence there is life,
without it there is none; if inﬂuence is deprived Of its due position, it will

not by those means be got rid of, it will only break out irregularly,

dangerously. An Academic system without the personal inﬂuence of
teachers upon pupils is an arctic winter; it will create an ice—bound,
petriﬁed, cast-iron University and nothing else” (p. 60-61).

The physical and interpersonal restrictions of many formal classroom
contexts tend to limit the kind of genuine personal interaction that best conveys
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personal convictions about faith and living. Rather, it is in the in-between spaces
and personal interactions of the broader educational experience that students
best apprehend the integration of faith and life. Not surprisingly, studies

consistently afﬁrm that the impact of a college’s faculty is generally enhanced
when their contacts with students extend beyond the formal classroom to
informal non-classroom settings (Kuh, et al., 1991; Pascarella 8: Terenzini, 1991).
Why is this? Because a picture is still worth a thousand words. Garber
(1996) emphasizes this in The Fabric of Faithfulness:

Ideas inherently have legs, human legs. And so we must
understand that finding a mentor who incarnates the worldview is one
Side of a reality whose other side is that the ethic of character teaches that

beliefs are most clearly seen in behavior. For a student to truly understand
the content of his convictions he must see them lived... Students need to
see their worldview incarnated in the lives of their teachers, if it is to be

grasped in a way that can make sense of life for life (p. 172).
Selecting and supporting faculty members who can effectively develop
such inﬂuential mentoring relationships with students seems of paramount
importance to colleges and universities seeking to express a Christian

worldview. Serious consideration and understanding of the deeper issues of faith
relative to meaning and purpose seem to require a teacher ”whose purposes and

passions ignite a student’s moral imagination” (Garber, 1996, p. 141).
However, as crucial as they are, teachers and mentors are insufﬁcient
models. Garber (1996) describes their role as that of a ”bridge into a larger, more

communal embodiment of the convictions the student is learning to live with...”
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(p.173). That larger embodiment is comprised of many other relationships and
experiences that ”profoundly inﬂuence participants’

ideas and beliefs”

(Pascarella 8: Terenzini, 1991, p. 624). Relationships and interactions with peers

are arguably the most prevalent and potent inﬂuences in shaping a student’s
individual beliefs and behavior, leading noted educational researchers Alexander
Astin (1993), and Pascarella 8: Terenzini (1991) among others to identify peers as
perhaps the single most important inﬂuence on what happens in college.

Peers’ inﬂuence may or may not reinforce faculty inﬂuence. Some
evidence suggests that fellow students exert greater inﬂuence specifically on
peers’ attitudinal and psychosocial development, where faculty inﬂuence
appears to target primarily learning and cognitive change (Pascarella 8:

Terenzini, 1991, p. 621). Nevertheless, peer inﬂuence and identiﬁcation with
other students and student groups are undeniably powerful developmental
forces. It appears that students orient and reﬁne themselves relative to those
around them.

”Once a person identiﬁes himself with a group, that group

becomes an anchor and a reference point. The values and behaviors approved by
the group provide a background for developing individual attitudes and

behaviors” (Chickering 1974, p 88).
The fact that peer inﬂuence is so powerful but also so informal and
generally uncontrollable presents a challenge to colleges’ and universities’

attempts to maximize the effectiveness and intentionality of their campus
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communities in expressing their missions’ values and distinctions. Interaction
with a wide diversity of peers that challenge currently held beliefs seems to
support shifts in students’ identity that may or may not be consonant with
institutional aspirations, but the like-mindedness inherent in peer groups can
insulate against change in certain areas even as it stimulates change in others
(Pascarella 8: Terenzini, 1991). Relationships with peers, remain the most
prevalent interpersonal contacts and among the most inﬂuential developmental

experiences of students’ collegiate career. The degree to which such relationships
support or refute the Christian worldview espoused by Christian colleges and

universities bears strongly on the success of the institution in expressing this
component Of its mission and purpose. In fact, one might assert that the presence
of diverse or even challenging perspectives is essential to clarifying and

strengthening students’ individual commitments. It is the institutional context
into which such perspectives are woven, and the way in which such divergent
perspectives are regarded in the campus culture that may most visibly reﬂect
and reﬁne the institution’s Christian commitment.

Summary

Christian commitment within the American academy has changed over
the years in response to changes in American culture, expectations, and needs.
Contemporary

colleges

and

universities

espousing

specific

Christian
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commitments in their missions do so in part to distinguish themselves from their
peers. These institutions purport to make valuable contributions to their
students’ faith development in addition to their intellectual or professional

advancement by engaging them in the institution’s faith perspective throughout
their college experience. This engagement therefore is essential to both the
institution’s identity and the success of its mission. As a result, some scholarly
inquiry has been made into the outcomes of Christian higher education. Studies
have considered its impact on students’ values and moral reasoning (Buier et al.,
1989; Burwell et al., 1992), as well as on their ability to integrate their faith with
life and work (Moore, 1985; Mannoia, 1986; Pressnell, 1994). However, this

scholarly attention has come only in the past ten to twenty years and has

focussed almost entirely on the overall product or impact of Christian colleges
and universities on their students and faculty.
There has been little inquiry into how this product or impact is produced.

Intuitively, leaders at such institutions advance educational programs and
perspectives that draw attention to or appear to embody the college’s or
university’s commitment to a Christian worldview, but data are lacking to
support their intuition or conﬁrm the effectiveness of their efforts. Simply put,

current literature provides little or no insight into which specific encounters,
experiences, and contexts actually shape students’ understanding of their

Christian college’s or university’s faith commitment. This study helps ﬁll that
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gap by exploring the Christian university experience from the perspective of the
participants themselves.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY 8: DATA ANALYSIS

Introduction

This chapter provides important information regarding the choice of
methodology, the sources of data (e.g. the focus groups and the site), the
sampling procedure, the researcher’s role, ethical considerations, and procedures

for data analysis.

Choice of Methodology:

This study explores how students at a Christian university gain an
understanding of the university’s faith commitment. To be successful in such
exploration, it must gain an understanding of these students’ experience not
from an administrative, institutional, or aspirational vantage point, but rather
from the perspective of the students themselves. It is their thoughts, Opinions,
and interpretations that represent the most valuable data.

It takes only a few minutes in conversation with students themselves to
discover that the assumptions made about their experience by university faculty

and staff members are often incorrect. The proximity of these educators to the
student experience each day can lead them to the erroneous conclusion that they
know what it is actually like to be a student.
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Proximity to the student experience is very different from personal
participation in that experience. Even the most student-centered faculty or staff
member is distanced from the typical student experience by, among other things,

the limits of his or her professional pertinence (e.g. discipline, purview), the
breadth Of his or her life experience, and the freedom and responsibility of his or
her institutional role. To presume that he or she knows what students think,
believe, and experience, is at best a reach. Yet, it is upon this reach that

institutional policies and programs are frequently designed, evaluated and
reﬁned. There is no guarantee that such assumptions are correct or that the
strategies based on them effectively maximize the university’s positive impact on
students.

Educators must understand the meaning of policies and programs in
students’ lives in order to create and manage learning opportunities well.
Merriam (1998) advises that such ”meaning is embedded in peOple’s
experiences” (p. 6). For this reason, casual observation and assessment by

researchers and educational leaders frequently fails to capture the meaning of
events, encounters, and experiences in participants’ lives. Conclusions drawn

about the student experience in such efforts can prove more integrally connected
to the experience of the researcher than that of the student. Patton (1990) affirms

such limitations particularly with reference to the application of quantitative
research methods ”We cannot observe how people have organized the world and
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the meanings they attach to what goes on in the world. We have to ask people
questions about those things. The purpose of interviewing, then, is to allow us to
enter into the other person’s perspective” (p. 196).

This study seeks information directly from the prime participants in the
student experience, namely the students themselves.

It strives to gain an

authentic insider’s or emic perspective of this experience prior to interpreting or
suggesting application from the beneﬁt of an outsider’s or etic perspective, and
therefore must employ methods of inquiry that serve that goal the best (Pike,
1967). Success in entering this perspective is best served by an inductive study
reﬂecting the qualitative paradigm.

Data Collection Strategies
Focus Group Discussions

This study relies on data collected from focus group discussions. The
fOcus group discussion is a research vehicle particularly well-suited to the
inquiry at hand because it fosters a conversation that reveals participants’
personal beliefs, experiences, and Opinions in highly- descriptive terms. Krueger

(1988) defines a focus group as

II

...a carefully planned discussion designed to

obtain perceptions on a deﬁned area of interest in a permissive, nonthreatening

environment” (p. 18). Carnaghi (1992) identiﬁes focus groups as particularly
useful in soliciting information regarding participants’ attitudes, cognitions, and
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personal interpretations of experience. This is precisely the kind of information
on which this study depends.
Unlike many more directive research methods, the particular power of a
focus group lies in its ability to create a rich conversation among multiple

participants that leads to a deeper understanding of the construct being
researched. ”The hallmark of focus groups is the explicit use of the group
interaction to produce data and insights that would be less accessible without the
interaction found in a group” (Morgan, 1988, p. 12). Focus groups encourage
spontaneous responses from participants that may be reconstructed or even

altered as the respondents listen to and interact with other participants
(Carnaghi,

1992). Krueger (1988) describes this discussion as ”relaxed,

comfortable, and often enjoyable for participants as they share their ideas and
perceptions” (p. 18). Carnaghi (1992) identiﬁes this openness as a real advantage
of the focus group format. Participants are aware and incorporated, not ”treated

as guinea pigs—rewarded or punished dependent upon their ’performance’ in
the experiment (p. 111).
To foster this type of discussion, participants were invited to participate in

a discussion about their individual experiences at the university. Also, the format
of the focus group discussions was unstructured. A general Research Guide
(Appendix B) assisted the facilitator in maintaining consistent communication of
important information (e.g. conﬁdentiality, subject matter) across multiple focus
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group meetings, but stipulated few speciﬁc questions. Those questions were
used to begin the group discussion and were open, and unstructured to spur
discussion but shape participants’ responses as little as possible. Every effort was
made to foster and follow emergent themes as they became apparent or unfolded

in the discussion itself. Permitting themes to emerge as authentically and
naturally as possible is characteristic of the inductive strategy adopted, and
prerequisite to gaining the genuine student-perspective sought (Bogdan 8:
Biklen,1992; Berg, 1998). Marshall 8: Rossman (1995) also afﬁrm this unfolding of

experience from the participants’ perspective rather than the researcher’s as
essential to the success of qualitative methods in general and the focus group

format in particular.
Typically, this conversational environment helps focus groups generate a

wealth Of data and information, though not necessarily speciﬁc conclusions or
consensus. This product is well-suited to the aims of the qualitative researcher, as
Carnaghi (1992) afﬁrms: ”The actual content of discussions is the data that are
interesting and important to collect; the inquirer is not trying to quantify

information as much as he or she is trying to identify recurring themes” (p. 109).
The focus group is also a particularly efﬁcient method for gathering data;
in a relatively short time, the researcher is able to contact multiple participants

directly and to secure a high degree of individual response and reﬂection.
However, ”efﬁcient” is not necessarily synonymous with ”quick” on the part of
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the researcher. Carnaghi (1992) cautions that productive interaction within the
group itself is the culmination Of considerable preparation, patience and

attentiveness on the part of the researcher. Successful focus groups must be both
constructed and facilitated thoughtfully. The following sections describe issues
relevant to successful sampling and leadership.

Sampling:
Since data is generated in focus groups through the interaction of and
conversation among participants, choices about how groups are constructed and

who will participate are essential investments in the ultimate success of the
experience. Ideally, focus groups should be small enough to engage all
participants, but large enough to foster a multidimensional discussion and
prevent individual participants from feeling overly conspicuous. Focus groups
are effective in generating candid descriptive data in part because they are less
intimidating and confrontational than one-on—one interviewing. ”Other group

members in a focus group provide some ”insulation” so that an individual has
time to think and ponder his or her initial responses (Carnaghi, 1992, p. 112).

Krueger (1988) identiﬁes approximately 7-10 members as the optimal size for
most focus groups (p. 18). This number supports the interpersonal dynamics on
which the experience depends and allows group members to be engaged, candid,
and inﬂuential tO each other by responding to ideas and comments in the
discussion (Krueger 1988).
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In addition to the number of participants, the speciﬁc composition-- the
collected experiences and perspectives of individual members-- is an essential
consideration in focus group construction. Researchers may choose to isolate a

particular experience for study by creating a homogeneous group, by choosing
only participants that share that common characteristic or characteristics.
Conversely, researchers may choose to represent a broader range of experience
and create a heterogeneous group by choosing participants that reﬂect a much
more diverse pool of experience or characteristics. Morgan (1988) stresses that
”homogeneity in background, not homogeneity in attitudes” is the ideal (p. 46).
Ultimately, the goal in composing a focus group is to effectively support rich
discussion and the particular object or objects of the inquiry. This support can

not be taken for granted, and sampling must be made thoughtfully to this end.
In this case, since inquiry focused on the experience of the site university’s
student population, and Since that population included a broad range of

individual experiences within the university, a heterogeneous group promised
the best results. It provided the rich discussion and broad perspective that best
supported the study’s aimsIParticipants in this study’s focus groups possessed

sufﬁcient homogeneity in background by virtue of the fact that they attend the
same institution, but their multiple variations in personal experience and
perspective supplied the range of attitude and opinion that best supported the
scope of the study’s research questions.
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To create the sample for these groups, a pool of potential
participants was generated at random from the university’s database of current
students. A list of two hundred students (100 male, 100 female) was pulled from

the sophomores, juniors, and seniors enrolled during the Fall 2001 semester.
Freshmen were deliberately excluded from this pool simply due to their short
tenure at the university by the time data was collected.
Each student on these lists was sent a letter informing them of the study’s
topic, and inviting them to participate in one of ten prescheduled focus group
discussions (Appendix E). Ten possible group meetings at various times on
various days were identiﬁed in an effort to improve participation by. giving
respondents considerable ﬂexibility in scheduling, and to provide ample
opportunities for data-collection.
Invitees were asked to respond to the letter regarding 1) their willingness

to participate in the study, and 2) their preference of which time and location. As
invitees responded, the emerging sample was monitored to insure representation
Of each gender, each academic Classification (excluding freshmen), and both on-

campus and off-campus residents. The presence of each of these speciﬁc

characteristics among focus group participants represented the breadth of
student experience and supported exploration of the speciﬁc research questions
guiding this inquiry.
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Speciﬁcally, the representation of these characteristics in the sample was
monitored relative to its actual representation in the university’s overall student
population. While strict conformity to university demographics was not
necessary for accurate data analysis, a similar representation in the sample

supported the research’s attempts to characterize general student experience in
the university. To this end, if one of these characteristics appeared to be lacking
among respondents, more purposeful recruitment of participants possessing that

particular characteristic was employed.
Focus groups were conducted in November and December of 2001.By the
completion of the ﬁfth focus group, it was apparent that the saturation point had
been reached. Regular reﬂection of similar themes and the absence of new

themes indicated that continued data collection would not add significantly to
the

success

of

the

study.

However,

non-residential

students

were

underrepresented proportionally in the sample of 43 students. Therefore, a sixth

focus group was created to improve representation of this characteristic by
identifying and soliciting additional participants speciﬁcally from among offcampus residents.
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Table 1. Characteristics Represented in Study Sample and Population.

Male Female Resident
sample

43(70

570/0

640/0

Non—
Res.

Univ. Rel.
Trad.

Other

360/0

68(70

320/0

(Actual)

(20)

(27)

(30)

(17)

(32)

(15)

Population

4470

560/0

570/0

430/0

70(70

300/0

Ultimately, the sample for the study included 47 participants. Table 1
presents the demographic characteristics of the sample and those of the
university’s student population. Specific participants’ characteristics and coding
are listed in Appendix G.

21ccess
According to Patton (1990), identifying and gaining access to participants
can prove difficult. Anecdotal data, in the form of countless moans and groans
from previous researchers, testifies strongly to the importance of access in
accomplishing research Objectives. Particularly, in a context where the
researcher’s credibility is unknown, access can be difficult and time-consuming
to obtain, leaving the best-laid plans waiting for the slow wheels of red tape and
politics to turn. This can become a frustrating or even insurmountable
impediment to successful inquiry. Where the subject of study is considered
sensitive, this problem may be compounded. With this in mind, I solicited the

support of a university faculty member in proposing this study to the
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university’s leadership, and in identifying other institutional personnel that
could assist me in generating the sample for this study (Appendix F).
Access to the university itself was contingent upon successful review by
Institutional Review Boards at both the site university and the University of
Tennessee.

Role of the Researcher
Facilitation of Focus Groups

In addition to the composition of the groups themselves, the skill of the
facilitator was essential to successful data collection in focus groups (Carnaghi,
1992, p. 115). According to Morgan (1988) the role of the facilitator of a focus
group is similar to that of an interviewer, but the inquirer in the focus group
strives to foster productive communication among the participants rather than
simply between participants and himself or herself. A successful focus group is

not a simple two-way exchange between the facilitator and individual members;
it is a group conversation (Carnaghi, 1990).

To this end, the facilitator must be adept at perceiving and interpreting
both verbal and non-verbal group dynamics as well as comfortable with a nondirective leadership style in order to be most successful. He or She serves as a
guide, asking for clariﬁcation, reframing questions, directing attention to
”tabled” topics, unﬁnished considerations, etc. No consensus or ultimate
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conclusion is required, but a full consideration of the thoughts, values, and

Opinions evident in the discussion is essential. For this reason, the facilitator
strives to generate as much and as rich a discussion as possible. (Carnaghi, 1992;

Morgan, 1988). Though researchers frequently engage assistants to collect data, I
chose to facilitate this study’s focus group discussions myself for several reasons.
Firstly, a facilitator who is already known to participants or who interacts
with participants outside the context of the focus group itself may inﬂuence the

interaction within the group. Krueger (1988) reminds us that ”the facilitator must
not only offer some guidance to the conversation, but should enhance
participants’ desire to disclose their genuine opinions and experiences” ( p. 23).
Facilitators who are previously known to focus group participants, can not

separate themselves fully from previously established roles, and data collection
may be shaped by participants’ expectations formed in those other contexts. The
fact that I was a stranger to participants was an asset in facilitating discussions
free of such preconceptions, and more effectively supported the candor on which

data collection depended. I was entirely unknown to the members of the site
university’s campus community, and was introduced to participants simply as a
doctoral student conducting research for a dissertation.
Secondly, I chose to facilitate the focus groups myself because my training
in Counseling Psychology, and my experience as the chief student affairs officer
at another Christian university prepared me to do so effectively. According to
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Carnaghi (1992), ”the underlying assumptions of focus groups act in concert with
many of the beliefs and activities of student affairs professionals, thereby making

focus groups an excellent research tool for use by individuals within student
affairs organizations” (p. 107). The myriad individual and group interactions,
relationships,

and community-building experiences

of my professional

experience lent themselves well to understanding and creating a productive
focus group environment (Carnaghi, 1992; Upcraft 8: Schuh, 1996).

Additionally, my training and experience as a licensed counselor prepared
me to be sensitive and adept within the dynamics of the group interaction itself.
Upcraft 8: Schuh (1996) conﬁrm that ”all the skills and behaviors that go into a
good counseling apply to the qualitative interview as well” (p. 72). I was trained
to listen effectively, to cultivate the self-disclosure, and to evidence the

unconditional positive regard that fosters a rich and productive focus group
discussion.
Thirdly, acting as the facilitator of the focus groups added yet another
opportunity for me to immerse myself in the experiences of the students. Since

successful qualitative data analysis ultimately depended upon my ability to
understand and organize the meaning students attached to their encounters and
experiences at the site university, the additional personal engagement afforded

by facilitating their discussions familiarized me more with their perspectives and
prepared me more fully to interpret the data I collected.
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As the facilitator, my goal was to create an environment that fosters rich
discussions within the focus groups. Upcraft 8: Schuh (1996) assert that ”the ﬁrst

task of the interviewer is to establish rapport with those being questioned”
(p.71). The facilitator’s conduct and input before and during discussions plays an
important role in engendering the confidence and participation of group

members. Carnaghi (1992) suggests that a facilitator clarify: ”I am interested in
hearing what you think, not what you think I want to hear. If I ask follow-up
questions, it is for clarification and further articulation of your opinion. My
questions are not intended to get you to change your mind... there is no need to
try to conform to what you think others believe or what you think they want to
hear” (p.116). In this way, I hoped to ”promote an environment within the focus

group in which the members can express their opinions and easily and readily
change their minds without fearing an interrogation” (Carnaghi, 1992, p. 112).
In addition to introductory comments like these, I inﬂuenced group

expectations and encouraged interaction continuously with the feedback I
provided during the focus group experience. Evidencing an unconditional
positive regard for comments throughout the discussion made participants feel
safer and more likely to contribute. According to Patton (1990), such

reinforcement and feedback from the facilitator can do a great deal to put
participants at ease and encourage their participation. ”The sooner group

members recognize some commonalities among themselves and feel their
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opinions will not be ”put down” by someone in a ”higher position” the sooner
they will relax and talk more openly about their true feelings and opinions on the
topic” (Carnaghi, p. 109). My reinforcement and encouragement reassured the
participants periodically that the experience was going well, that its purposes

were being achieved. Words of thanks, support, and praise directed at individual
participants rather than at speciﬁc comments were especially useful in creating
the optimal group environment and establishing rapport without biasing input

(Upcraft 8: Schuh, 1996, p. 71).
Neutrality, too was an important characteristic of my facilitation. While

my personal engagement and encouragement promoted discussion, I was
cautious not to shape the content of participant’s input. Patton (1990) stresses
that there is an important balance between rapport and neutrality:
”I cannot be shocked, I cannot be angered, I cannot be embarrassed,
I cannot be saddened—indeed, nothing the person tells me will make me

think more or less Of them. At the same time that I am neutral with regard
to the content of what is being said to me, I care very much that the person

is willing to share with me what they are saying... I want to convey to
them that their knowledge, experiences, attitudes, and feelings are
important. Yet, I will not judge them for the content of what they are
saying to me” (p. 317).
Ultimately, I endeavored to be as invisible as possible as I facilitated the
groups’ interaction. ”If the goal is one of exploring participants’ attitudes and
opinions, the facilitator may take a very low-key role, ask few questions, allow
the discussion to follow it’s own course, and Spend the majority of his or her time
listening” (Carnaghi, 1992, p. 115).
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Interpretation of Data

In qualitative research, the researcher himself or herself is the ”primary
instrument for data collection rather than some inanimate mechanism”
(Creswell, 1994, p. 162). This means that he or she brings certain personal

experiences and predispositions to the process of data collection and
interpretation. This can be a very useful and productive aspect Of the inquiry.
According to Sciarra (1998) valuable understanding rises out of the interpreter’s
”prior knowledge, interests, values, emotions, and cultural affiliations” (p. 43).

However, this level of personal engagement necessitates a description of the
researcher’s personal biases, values, and assumptions (Locke et al., 1987).

My perceptions of higher education in general and of Christian higher
education in particular have been shaped by my experiences as both a student
and an educator. I spent my undergraduate years at Wheaton College, a nondenominational Christian liberal arts college in Wheaton, Illinois. There I
participated in many leadership, service, athletic, and social Opportunities in
addition to a wide variety of more traditional curricular experiences, and
encountered the institution’s expresSion of its Christian commitment in multiple
contexts. Wheaton emphasizes the integration Of faith in its mission and strives

to reﬂect that integration in every aspect of the institution’s life and work.
For over a decade since that time, I have served as an administrator at

Christian colleges and universities and have wrestled with the challenges of
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effectively advancing these institutions’ missions, and the faith commitments

featured prominently in them, through both curricular and co-curricular
experiences. I currently serve as the chief student affairs ofﬁcer at a Christian
university that is carefully considering the consonance of the Christian
commitment espoused in its mission with that expressed by its daily life and
work.

I believe these broad experiences in educational leadership and deep
investment in the success of Christian higher education have given me an
informed perspective regarding the importance of visible Christian commitment
to the particular mission of Christian colleges and universities. This perspective
enhances my awareness of, knowledge of, and sensitivity to the environment and

impact many Christian colleges and universities seek to create, and the
challenges they face in doing so. However, given this perspective, it is especially
important that I remain mindful of my own limitations in understanding the
speciﬁc experiences and meanings embedded within the participants’ unique
worlds.
There seem to be ”two sets of realities about [social groups’] activities: one

presented to outsiders and the other reserved for insiders” (Flick, 1998, p. 60). It
is the ”insider’s” reality that I seek. TO this end, Bogdan (1992) admonishes the
researcher that he or she must enter the participant’s world ”not as a person who
knows everything, but as a person who has come to learn; not as a person who
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wants to be like them, but as a person who wants to know what it is like to be
like them” (p. 79). Sciarra (1998) concurs: asserting that effective inquiry depends
on the researcher’s efforts to get ”on the inside, immersing [himself or herself] in

the social contexts and minds of the participants as an interacting student willing
to learn about the experiences and the meanings given to those experiences

within the participants’ local context or culture” (Sciarra, 1998, p. 43). My
challenge then as researcher and facilitator was to draw from my own experience
in fostering productive discussions and considering the data they produced, but

to ultimately enter the participants’ experience and to reﬂect it accurately to
those reading this study. Though I made every effort to recognize and limit
inappropriate effects of my own predispositions, certain biases may have shaped

the way I understood and organized the data. In order to limit the impact of such
bias, I deliberately examined the data from alternative viewpoints, and
encouraged my independent reviewer to be particularly vigilant for its
appearance.
I began this inquiry with the understanding that every university, and
every Christian university, has its .own unique culture, and that the student
experience, if indeed there is a student experience, is diverse and deﬁes simple
characterizations. It is therefore challenging to direct the elements of the student
experience effectively to achieve institutional mission imperatives. Speciﬁcally, I
questioned how much our most consuming and intentional efforts in Christian
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universities actually communicate the institution’s Christian commitment to its
students. I suspected that students’ understanding of the institution’s faith
commitment may be shaped by other less intentional encounters altogether.

Setting
This study was conducted at a coeducational, church-related university

located in a southern state. The site university is regionally accredited by the
Commission on Colleges of the Southern Association Of Colleges and Schools to

award both bachelor’s and master’s degrees. It Offers more than 70
undergraduate majors in the liberal arts as well as in pre-professional and

professional programs. Master’s degree programs are available in Biblical
Studies, Education, and Business Administration.

The student body is

comprised of 2500 graduate and undergraduate students representing over 40
states and 30 countries.
The university was founded in 1891 by inﬂuential leaders of a particular
religious fellowship. At the heart of that fellowship and the school’s mission
”was the conviction that the Bible is the Word of God and the only sufficient
rule of faith and practice” (University Catalogue, 2000, p. 7).
From its inception,

the university aspired

to

make

signiﬁcant

contributions to its students’ intellectual and spiritual development. The
university’s founder declared this in 1893: ”The supreme purpose of the school
shall be to teach the Bible as the revealed will of God to man.... and to train
78

those who attend in pure Bible Christianity.... Such other branches of learning

may be added as will aid in the understanding and teaching of the Scriptures
and as will promote usefulness and good citizenship among men” (University
Catalogue, 2000, p. 7). This Christian commitment remains clear in the
university’s espoused vision and mission over a century later (University
Catalogue, 2000, p. 7):
Vision:

As was the dream of its founders, the vision of [the university]

is to advance the kingdom of God by developing individuals
who are spiritually, socially, physically and intellectually
equipped to serve an unchanging God and an ever-changing
world.

Mission:

This university is a private co-educational institution whose
principal focus is undergraduate education in the liberal arts
and sciences, combined with a number of pre—professional

fields and master’s degree programs. Its primary mission is to
integrate Christian faith and practice with academic excellence.
This mission is carried out not only in the classroom but also
by involvement in numerous services to the church and the
larger community.

Today, the university maintains close ties to the particular religious

tradition in which it was founded. The doctrinal positions espoused by this
tradition clearly inform campus living and learning. Faculty and staff members
are required to attest to faith confeSsions consonant with this tradition and to
participate in a local fellowship in that tradition.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical issues such as participants’ rights, conﬁdentiality and the use of

ﬁndings were essential elements to be considered before initiating a study of this
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kind. This study’s success depended largely upon the depth and candor of
participants’ responses, and their willingness to contribute in such fashion was

inﬂuenced by their comfort with the means by which the inquiry was conducted
and manner in which their comments would be used and identiﬁed throughout
the study. The study was reviewed and approved by appropriate research
review boards at both the researcher’s institution (University of Tennessee) and
the site of the research prior to the collection of any data.
Additionally, participants were informed of the study’s objectives and the
use of data prior to their involvement. Confidentiality was fully discussed, but

the use of the focus group format inherently complicated the researcher’s ability
to guarantee conﬁdentiality Simply because it multiplied the number of
individuals involved in the exchange of information. Several strategies were

employed to address this challenge and to manage conﬁdentiality effectively:
1- Recordings of focus group discussions were erased immediately
following transcription. Transcriptions were maintained by the
researcher.
2- Throughout these transcriptions and wherever Speciﬁc comments from

individual participants were quoted in the presentation of this study,
they were attributed to pseudonyms chosen by participants rather than
to the participants’ actual names
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3— Characteristic Group (e.g. gender, housing status, religious afﬁliation)
data was linked only with these pseudonyms and so was not
attributable to actual respondents.
4- Focus

group

participants

were

appraised

of

the

need

for

conﬁdentiality and encouraged to keep all information shared during
the discussion within the context of the group interaction itself. Each
participant acknowledged his or her understanding of and intention to
comply with this commitment by Signing an Informed Consent
Agreement. (Appendix C).
5- Potential participants were informed about the nature and processes
of the study, and were given ample opportunity to decline

participation prior to their actual involvement in the focus group
discussion. Written acknowledgement of the study’s purposes and a
desire to participate were received from each participant prior to their
inclusion in the study. Additionally, each participant was appraised of
his or her right to terminate participation without penalty at any time
during their engagement in the focus group even after discussion had

commenced. (Appendix C).

The relevance and significance of this study’s central questions to
Christian higher education in general and the site university in particular make it
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intriguing to educational leaders at such institutions. However, its relevance to a
particular institution’s identity and effectiveness make it a potentially sensitive

endeavor as well. Consequently, the site university requested that its identity
remain undisclosed. Every effort was made to honor this request throughout the

presentation and discussion of results. The name of the site university was
removed from all data, and other identifying characteristics were masked where
possible. However, given the university’s distinctive mission and the study’s

close connection to institutional mission and identity, it is possible that
potentially identifiable attributes appear in this presentation. Such occurrences
were included only when essential to data analysis, and were considered and
presented carefully. This possibility and expectations regarding this and the

pursuit and publishing of the inquiry’s results were clariﬁed to the satisfaction of
all stakeholders in the project prior to implementation as part of the institution’s
human subjects and research review processes.

Data Analysis

Data analysis is simply the process of bringing order and meaning to the
data collected from the focus group discussion. Speciﬁcally, in an inductive
exploration like this, the researcher seeks to identify categories or themes within
the data and to describe their implications (Bogdan 8: Taylor, 1975; Marshall et
aL,1989)
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Focus group discussions typically generate a large amount of data in a
relatively short period of time. Upcraft 8: Schuh (1996) identify this efﬁciency as
particularly important to busy student affairs professionals seeking to conduct
productive inquiry, but acknowledge the challenge it presents to efﬁcient
organization and categorization. According to Patton (1990), the researcher must
”make sense of massive amounts of data, reduce the volume of information,

identify speciﬁc patterns, and construct a framework for communicating the
essence of what the data revealed” (p. 371).
Creswell (1994), too, identiﬁes

”reduction” and ”interpretation” as

primary challenges in an analysis process that is necessarily messy and
convoluted. An inductive approach and copious data can test the organization,
patience, and insight of the researcher. First the quantity of input from the focus
group must be reduced to a manageable level, and then it must be interpreted to

identify commonalties of ideas and understanding. Ultimately, the success of this
process depends on the researcher’s efforts to organize the data so that emerging
themes become apparent.
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Participant Characteristics
Reapply to Transcriptions

Figure 1. Data Analysis Process Flow Chart.

The steps of the analysis process employed in this study are represented
by the ﬂow chart in Figure 1.
In this study, focus group discussions were recorded and transcribed
verbatim. Both audio and video recording were used so as to enable efﬁcient
transcription and the accurate identification of respondents that is essential to the
subsequent categorization and sorting of data. Transcription transformed verbal
data into a more manageable form. Additionally, the act of transcribing
discussions personally allowed me to interact with data repeatedly, and served
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to familiarize and prepare me for the process Of organization and analysis
(Marshall 8: Rossman, 1995).

Once data were transcribed, organization and analysis commenced.
Cresswell’s (1994, p. 155) suggestion of Specific steps for this process guided my
consideration :

1. Get a sense of the whole. Read through all of the transcriptions

carefully. Perhaps jot down some ideas as they come to mind.
Pick one document (one interview)- the most interesting, the shortest,

the one on top of the pile. GO through it, asking yourself, What is this
about? Do not think about the ”substance” of the information, but

rather the underlying meaning. Write thoughts in the margin.
When you have completed this task for several informants, make a list

of all topics. Cluster together similar topics. Form these topics into
columns that might be arrayed as major topics, unique topics, and
leftovers.

Now take this list and go back to your data. Abbreviate the topics as
codes and write the codes next to the appropriate segments of text. Try
out this preliminary organizing scheme to see whether new categories
and codes emerge.
Find the most descriptive wording for your topics and turn them into

categories. Look for reducing your total list of categories by grouping
topics that relate to each other. Perhaps draw lines between your
categories to show relationships.
Make ﬁnal decisions on abbreviation for each category and alphabetize

these codes.
Assemble the data material belonging to each category in one place

and perform a preliminary analysis.
If necessary, recode your existing data.
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This process of continuous consideration and comparison is the heart of
qualitative analysis. Marshall and Rossman (1995) assert that ”identifying salient
themes, recurring ideas or language, and patterns of belief that link people and

settings together is the most intellectually challenging phase of data analysis...”
(p. 114). My constant sorting, comparison, re-sorting and re-comparison slowly

rendered an accurate representation of the concepts contained in the data.
Throughout this process, it was essential that coding of data be managed
systematically so that it could be revised and reinterpreted consistently as new
relationships or themes became apparent.

Raw data from focus group transcriptions were input into database
management software to facilitate management and coding. This not only
facilitated and maintained coding, but also enabled consideration of the data
from multiple perspectives. Not only could overarching themes within the broad
sample be identiﬁed and grouped effectively, but these themes could then be resorted and re-considered relative to respondents’ gender, academic classiﬁcation,
and residential status. The view of the data from these additional vantage points
supported considerations of the study’s speciﬁc research questions. I utilized

data management software from Qualitative Solutions 8: Research (QSR). I chose
NUD*IST

(Non-numerical

Unstructured

Data

Indexing

Searching

and

Theorizing) as the speciﬁc application for this analysis primarily for its full
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support of my objectives, its relative ease of operation, and its availability and
familiarity in the academic community.
This study’s results were also improved by conducting data analysis
simultaneously with data collection. Many researchers suggest that data analysis

in an exploratory or inductive study like this begins immediately and runs
concurrent with the process of data collection (Creswell, 1994). This allows the
researcher to steep in the information even more deeply and to recognize
emerging themes more readily as data collection continues. Additionally, it

allowed me to adjust my facilitation of the focus groups as data suggested such
adjustments would beneﬁt the study. In this study, analysis began immediately
following the ﬁrst focus group session and continued throughout the remainder
of the data collection phase. Thus, the experience and information gleaned in

earlier groups helped prepare the process and product of later groups.
In addition to the data supplied by focus group participants, my own
notes as the facilitator of the group, contributed to the data analysis process.
During the focus group discussions themselves, I made notations to myself
regarding any concepts and comments I would like to revisit in my consideration

after the group session.

Verification
Internal validity in quantitative studies is frequently supported through
the establishment of generalizability. However, this principle is less applicable in
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assessing the validity of qualitative studies because such studies do not propose
to describe general contexts or experiences. Instead, as described earlier, they are
designed to provide a rich description Of a very speciﬁc and unique situation
(Merriam, 1988). For example, this study’s findings reﬂected only the
experiences, Opinions, and ideas of the speciﬁc student participants from one
specific Christian university.
Qualitative researchers typically employ other means of establishing the
trustworthiness of their ﬁndings. For instance, Maxwell (1996) and Creswell

(1994) identify the process Of ”member checking” as a valuable investment in the
credibility Of qualitative inquiry. Member checking is the process of soliciting
participants’ feedback regarding data, conclusions, and interpretation. When

participants have the opportunity to reﬂect on or corroborate findings, the
trustworthiness of the results is improved. In this study, results were Shared with
volunteers from the focus group participants after data analysis was completed.
Eight participants were contacted and four reviewed and responded to results.
These members originally participated in four different focus groups. Their
feedback regarding conclusions and interpretation verified accurate reﬂection of
themes (Glesne 8: Peshkin, 1992). Also, the use of multiple focus groups and

diverse participants contributed to the trustworthiness of results by providing a

variety of vantage points from which to view the student experience.
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Finally, an independent reviewer, Dr. Robert Littleton, was engaged to

consider both data and analysis and offer independent feedback to the
researcher. Dr. Littleton’s perspective was uniquely informed. He has earned
masters and doctoral degrees in educational leadership, served for over ten years
in administration of Christian higher education, and conducted qualitative

research with university students himself. His analysis from a qualiﬁed and
independent vantage point offered valuable corroboration and critique of my
own interpretation of data and presentation of results.
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CHAPTER IV
STUDENT PERSPECTIVES FROM FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS

Introduction
Focus group discussions proved rich and revealing. Participants were

eager to describe their experiences and their encounters with the university’s
faith commitment. Students were aware of the university’s faith commitment
and its intentions to make this commitment apparent to campus constituents. In
their estimation, this commitment distinguished the university from secular
institutions; they frequently contrasted their experience at the university with
their own previous experiences in secular high schools or universities, or with

their friends’ current experiences at other universities. Their comments
consistently afﬁrmed the university’s faith commitment as both central to its
identity and significant in its students’ decisions to enroll and persist.
Throughout their conversations, students described this commitment as

prerequisite to the ”Christian atmosphere” they experienced on campus. By
”atrnosphere”, they seemed to indicate an overarching feeling or expectation that
pervaded every campus context and interaction. However, this metaphor proved

particularly apt-- like the atmosphere, this feeling was all-encompassing but
indistinct, universally afﬁrmed as essential to campus life, but largely taken for

granted and unexamined. Randy confessed:

9O

”I am not really sure where it comes from. You can talk about the
administration, or the policies, or whatever, but as far as what makes
[this] university Christian-- I think the atmosphere or environment,

something you can’t really put your ﬁnger on is the most important part
because like it’s no speciﬁc activity that the university plans for us to do,

but it’s just, like, the people. I am not really sure where it comes from.”
(Randy).

In the course of our discussions, this atmosphere became both more
apparent and more complex to all involved, but Randy’s initial assessment was
largely conﬁrmed. No single expression of the university’s faith commitment
emerged as responsible for the university’s distinctive environment. Instead,
students identiﬁed myriad interpersonal interactions, informal relationships,
formal curricular and co-curricular experiences, community living experiences,

and interactions with institutional policy and procedures that were instrumental
in communicating the university’s faith commitment to them.
In general, this diverse collection of interactions, experiences, and

decisions could be grouped into two broad categories: Expressions of Care and
Emphasis on Conformity. Expressions of Care include students’ reﬂections on
the distinctive level of personal commitment they found evidenced by members
of the university community. Emphasis on Conformity includes their reﬂections
on the university’s efforts to honor speciﬁc religious standards or constituents’

expectations in its life and work. Students found the university’s emphases on
caring and conforming to be distinctive and reﬂective of its particular faith
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commitment. In the following pages of Chapter 4, I will present the results of

students’ reﬂections on these two categories of experience.
Throughout this Chapter and the remainder Of the presentation of this

study, the site university will simply be referred to as ”the university” in the
interest of improved readability. Also, throughout the remainder of the
presentation, the particular religious tradition with which the university
identiﬁes will not be named. Admittedly, this is awkward at times, particularly
when quoted material references this afﬁliation, but it honors the university’s

request for conﬁdentiality. The university’s afﬁliation will simply be termed the
I

II

university 5 particular religious tradition”.

Expressions of Care
In general, the student experience at the university emerged as highlyengaged and personalized, characterized by deep interpersonal linkages among

students and faculty. This sense of closeness itself communicated the university’s
faith commitment and distinguished it from other institutions in the minds of
students. They acknowledged that they felt part of a greater system and used a
II

II

variety of terms to characterize this personal connection: ”a family , our home”,
a ”family-type atmosphere”, ”a belonging-to, like you have a brotherhood or
sisterhood.” (Victoria).

Students frequently used this terminology-- ”brother” or ”sister”-- to refer
to other members of the campus community. This terminology is commonly
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heard in the particular religious tradition with which the university identifies,
and correspondingly crops up in the university’s public rhetoric, but students
seemed to employ it in conversation as more than a mere religious convention.

Their use reﬂected a close afﬁliation or commitment among members of the
university community that both rested upon and reinforced the university’s faith
commitment. This close connection was evidenced in personal interactions
throughout campus culture, and seemed rooted in the common personal beliefs
of the campus constituents themselves who asserted that ”it goes much deeper
than [interactions]; its, like, a family atmosphere. Since the majority of us were

brought up in church homes, it’s just natural to associate family with

Christianity.” (Luke)
Students consistently cited their interpersonal experiences within this
university ”farnily” as inﬂuential in communicating the university’s faith
commitment and distinguishing it from other secular institutions. They related
personal experiences with the uncommon friendliness, acceptance, and

commitment of the university community and the uncommon depth of
relationships with faculty as illustrative of the university’s Christian character.

Campus Friendliness

Students characterized the campus culture as very friendly, and identified
a prevailing high regard for the value of persons as indicative of the university’s
faith commitment. To them, the high level of familiarity and mutual respect
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apparent in commonplace campus encounters expressed the institution’s faith

commitment and distinguished it from its secular peers.
”The people are just friendly. I have been on other campuses, and

people just walk straight. There’s no eye contact. Here you smile at people
even if you don’t know them” (Marcia).
”If you are walking across campus, people you don’t know will
smile at you, wave, and say ’hi’. If you get to know people (even once),
most likely they will say ’hi’. Okay, I am not saying it’s Disney World,
happiest place on earth, but no matter who you are, peOple will smile at

you, look you in the eye, and be friendly. It makes you feel like a person
and not a number even just to other students around you.” (Beth)
”...One good thing about coming to this [university]-- people are
decent... Everybody is nice and not back-stabbing, and don’t try to hurt
others.” (Keith)

”The Christian atmosphere to me more than anything else is the
smiles, the lightness in the air. Just walking in the square and sharing a
smile can make a day.” (Marcia)

In addition to simple friendliness, students described a deeper feeling of

acceptance, an internal sense of afﬁrmation, of place, and belonging as

characteristic of campus interactions and the university’s faith commitment.
Ernest Boyer, in his landmark study Campus Life: In Search of Community, labeled
”a place where the well-being of each member is sensitively supported and

where service to others is encouraged... a place where every individual feels
affirmed. . .(p.47), a ”community”. By this deﬁnition, the sense of community was

very strong among students at the university. Students felt accepted and
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frequently highlighted this feeling of inclusion as characteristic of the

atmosphere created by and communicating the university’s faith commitment:
”You feel accepted. You feel loved. You don’t feel like you have to
put on any kind of Show. You bring yourself here and put yourself up
before Christ ﬁrst, and I think that makes the experience incredible and
that is a huge aspect of [the university]. You can’t ﬁnd that just

anywhere.” (Victoria)
”...there’s just a sense of acceptance or appreciation for who you
are.” (Esteban)

”I came from a public high school and the atmosphere is a lot
different. We never talked about God in class and we never prayed in
class or anything like that. I just saw a big difference when I came, you

know the family-type atmosphere, how everyone seemed to genuinely
care about how everyone was doing.” (Daniel)

In general, students found the university’s faith commitment strongly
communicated by the attitude of inclusion prevalent throughout campus culture.
However, they also found certain particular moments of exclusivity indicative of
the faith commitment as well. (These are more fully discussed in the section on
Emphasis on Conformity and its Effect on Community). Nevertheless, students
described a sense of belonging as both foundational to their experience and

reﬂective of the university’s faith' commitment.

Mandy reinforced this by

describing a personal experience with exclusivity that, to her, represented a

conspicuous exception to her typical experience and understanding of the
campus community:
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”I remember my freshman year, I went out for a social club and I
didn’t get the bid-- you check the mailbox and it’s empty and that was the
first time that I remember of feeling lonely and for the first time I was like,
this is not what it is all about. And as I saw other girls go through that.
They have come to a place where they are supposed to find Christ and
love and that’s not what they ﬁnd. They ﬁnd that this is what I have to do
to ﬁt in and they completely despair, crying because they thought they
were not wanted because of that. That was a moment when I thought this

is not what [this university] is all about.” (Mandy)
Personal Commitment
In addition to the general friendliness and the sense of belonging they
experienced, students described individuals’ personal commitment to one

another

as

highly-expressive

in

communicating

the

university’s

faith

commitment to them. They described a high accessibility or willingness among
campus constituents to be involved in one another’s lives. This desire to reach

out and care for others (as well as the willingness to accept such care from others)
strongly supported and vividly communicated the university’s faith commitment
to students. Focus group participants related many encounters with peers that

reﬂected uncommon engagement in one another’s lives. They found this level of
engagement distinctive and indicative of the university’s faith commitment:
”I think people care. There are just so many examples. If someone

has somebody in their family who is sick, they mention it in Chapel.
Everybody may not pray about it, but it’s on their minds. I have seen
people in the square that would be crying and I don’t even know them,
but I have gone up and given them a hug just because I know they are

hurting. They are here and if they are hurting and I can do something to
help, then that’s what they need. If I was somewhere else in the middle of
nowhere, and saw someone crying, I wouldn’t go up and hug them... I
would walk by and hope their day got better, but.here there’s a more

openness and caring I think.” (Beth)
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”The biggest things I notice is when I go visit my friends on other
college campuses even other Christian schools, if something is wrong here
and someone notices, people will ask what can I pray about or what can I

talk to you about? I can help you in this way or that. Other places are just
well, ’let’s go forget about it, and let’s go get drunk’. Don’t get me wrong,

we are not completely Sheltered from that, but you can just trust that your
friends are going to help you.” (Kyla)
”...Every time I feel like I am sliding, someone is always picking
me up.” (Tom)

Students found the faith commitment instrumental in fostering genuine
relationships not only among students but among all members of the campus
community:

”I don’t need to build walls and not let everyoneknow what’s
inside. I can cut down my barriers and I have other believers around me
and people that are supportive of what I believe and I have the
opportunity to grow more.” (Inga)
”The students are more approachable because you have a common
ground, as are the professors.” (Marie).
”You can trust their opinions. You know they are coming from the

same place you are. Even if you may not completely agree with each other
on all issues, you know that they have faith in God and that makes a big
difference when you are trying to go to someone for advice. It helps you
respect their Opinions more When you know they are coming from the

same Christian level you are as a brother and sister in Christ... and that’s
important.” (Victoria)

Students’ high commitment to others was extended beyond their
individual interactions in the campus context. Their participation in student
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activities, particularly those with a clear service or ministry emphasis provided
opportunities to express this commitment to the local and even global
community. Focus group participants cited their opportunity and particular

experiences in such activities as expressive of the university’s faith commitment.
”I am constantly surrounded by either activities or events or things
you can get involved with, missions programs, all kinds of things that [the
university] is sending out and is doing that is helping other peOple.”
(Victoria)

”We have Food for Christ that goes downtown and helps with the
homeless... and a drama group, [that works] with youth groups. We put
on skits that promote different ideas... getting to know the kids is really
the ministry here. If I had gone to a public school, I might not have had
that opportunity.” (Victoria)
”The Political Science department put together a task force to try to

raise monies for land mine detonation and they also put on a concert
where the band played songs that dealt with love between races. The
[theatre building] was full and people were Sitting on the ﬂoor. There
were discussions about love and loving each other and I don’t know if
that goes on at other universities, but I think that was an interesting
response to situations in [this city].” (Suzanne)

”I think one of my best personal experiences is getting involved in
a mission trip. I think that is a great, great Opportunity the school has
given. I know churches have a lot of mission trips, but one of the ways of
getting involved on campus are the mission trips. That changed my life.
Mission trips help a lot to increase my Christian faith.” (Hannah)
”Since my ﬁrst semester here, I have been involved in a mission

group — great group...The missions program Shows me that some people

at [the university] have a mind for what the gospel is about.” (Suzanne)
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Ministry opportunities like these were not peripheral to students’
university experience. In fact, students devoted considerable time and attention

to them. Noel lamented: ” I do get burned out on it. For like a six-month
period... I had something every, single night that was something [ministry
related].” Yet, it is this wealth of opportunity and personal engagement in the
expression of caring that students identiﬁed as distinctive and illustrative of their
university’s faith commitment.

Strong Faculty Relationships
In addition to genuine relationships and caring interactions with peers,
students also described close and caring interactions with faculty members, and

described their experiences in these relationships as perhaps the most significant
in communicating the university’s faith commitment. Individual investments by
both faculty and students in these relationships were signiﬁcant, genuine, and

remarkably reciprocal. They bridged the psychological or emotional distance
typically associated with purely professional relationships and became personal
as well. Students found this evidence not only of the individual’s personal
commitment, but of the institution’s collective Christian character. Students
provided many examples of the uncommon personal care and commitment

characterizing these relationships:
”One example is my journalism teacher whose father passed away,

and we came together with another professor after class and held hands
and prayed for our teacher. I thought that was really something I had
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never experienced before in an academic class and it just showed how
much people cared. We went to the funeral home and saw him, and I
don’t know if I was in a big state school, Ijust don’t think I would feel that
closeness or any obligation to do that.” (Daniel)
”I was in a class where the teacher’s wife passed away, and when
he ﬁrst found out about her having cancer, he came in and told the class
about it and presented it to us-- not so much as if we were students, but

more like we were friends or brothers or sisters. Something that struck me
was that somebody just stood up and walked up to the teacher, and then
everyone walked up and surrounded him and then someone just led a
prayer. We had all circled around him and we all had a hand on him, just
praying for him and letting him know we cared... Because we knew how
he cared about his wife and how he cared about what he was teaching us
and we knew that he cared about us. We kind of gave that same treatment

back to him — naturally.” (Pete)
”My ﬁrst semester my sophomore year... I got very, very ill and
thought I had the ﬂu.... It was going to take my parents a while to come
up and get me... One of my education teachers — the greatest thing ever.

He is such an awesome professor: always starts the class off with a prayer,
always interested about you as a person... He had asked around and
found out I was sick, so he came to the dorm. He called me on the phone

and asked me how I was doing. I said I was feeling a little bit better and
he asked if I felt good enough to come down. He would like to see me. I
said sure. I went downstairs very slowly and in the course of 10 minutes
of talking to him I had to run to the bathroom to puke. He held back my
hair for me, wiped my mouth, picked me up and carried me back to my
dorm room (which was on the third ﬂoor), put me back in bed and sat
with me until I fell asleep. I know a good 5 or 6 of my teachers would do
that for me. It’s that that is reassuring that I am at a Christian university
and that they love me like that. He felt like a parent. He was my dad until
my real dad got here.” (Taylor)

Students found the university’s faith commitment evident not only in
these moments of exceptional personal care, but also in the high level of interest
and personal regard faculty evidenced in more routine interactions. Focus group
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participants described faculty members not only as highly-committed educators,
but also as highly-engaged caregivers, remarkably attentive to students’
individual experiences. This holistic perspective and visible personal as well as

professional commitment was visible and strongly communicated the
university’s Christian character to students in both curricular and co-curricular
contexts:

”...I play baseball...the ﬁrst words from my coach’s mouth were
good things as far as talking about religious things and not just athletic
things in respect to the sports, and throughout the year he was always that

kind of guy. He would ask about your spiritual life and your family before
he would ask about your batting average or how fast you were running
the 40.” (Pete)

”I have private lessons with [one teacher] and every time I mention

to him anything about my family, my life, he will stop whatever we are
doing, and talk to me about that... He will stop and totally focus on me...
He makes me feel like he actually cares and not just like, ’okay, let’s get
back to the lesson now’...He was all into my business, which is okay with
me, but it was kind of shocking that a teacher would actually care that
much to ask you a question. It’s a male teacher too and that’s different for
me. You know, in a public school, which I came from, a male teacher and

female student, oh no that didn’t happen. It’s good that people on campus
can have a relationship with their teacher like that.” (Christina)
”I think where [the faith commitment] makes the most difference is

on the personal level with teachers that really do care. They enjoy what
they do and you can just know that there is some kind of spiritual
common ground there for support or something like that.” (M0)
”...the teachers themselves are so great. You can go to them; they
are religious and love the Lord and are willing to be there for you in ways
I don’t think you could find anywhere else... I have been in public
schools... and I know it wasn’t the same way.

They are a lot more

personal, a lot more [accessible]. You can go straight to them for any
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reason, and they are very willing to do one-on—one things with you.”
(Victoria)

”If you have any questions, [faculty members] are nice to you and
do not blow you off. They will always make time. One professor I know
will invite people over to dinner to go over the covered work before the
test.” (Keith)

Students were enthusiastic in their endorsement of the faculty’s individual
and collective commitment to students. They felt genuinely valued by faculty
members as more than means to an end, more than mere projects, and frequently

found the Christian character of the university communicated through this
personal attention and care-giving.

Student-Centeredness

At the university, the friendliness, sense of belonging, and care from
faculty and peers, combined to create a very personal and caring campus
experience oriented visibly around service to students. This commitment to the
student perspective and experience, or ”student-centeredness”, emerged from

student conversations as an expected hallmark of the university’s faith
commitment.

In

general,

students

perceived

that

the

university

was

communicating its faith commitment effectively when it manifested a strong

student-centered philosophy in its decisions and activity.
This association rendered any decision impacting campus life a potentially
powerful expression of the university’s faith commitment to students. Not only
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did decisions about speciﬁcally faith-based policies, programs, and procedures
communicate the university’s Christian character to its students, but also

decisions regarding less apparently faith-related experiences within students’
living and learning environment.
For example, the university’s recent decision to construct a large
multipurpose arena and structured parking facility emerged from students’
conVersations as powerful in Shaping their understanding of the university’s
faith commitment. Focus group participants portrayed the arena project as
eclipsing other projects and needs deemed more immediate or more pertinent by
the students themselves. Consequently, in spite of its potential contribution to
campus life and its apparent disconnection from overt religious issues, the

decision to undertake the arena project communicated negatively to students
about the university’s faith commitment. Speciﬁcally, they viewed the arena
project as less than student-centered and the university’s choice to pursue it over
other projects as evidence of misplaced priorities and a poor expression of its

faith commitment.
”There are major changes that could be made to better the
students’ living conditions. There are things on campus that could be
funded as a Christian institution other than building an arena. In that way
I would say that this institution is like every other institution regarding

money and the spending of money.” (Kyle)
”One big thing is the enormous focus and attention that goes into
athletics. That’s all donors want to give money for. Our dorms are
dilapidated; our music building is a hallway right next to the big arena.
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There are so many things we need money for more valid than that, but
they don’t like giving money for things like that.” (Stephen)

”The distinction I would make regarding the building of the arena
for the students is that they are lacking in so many other departments... I
have two professors in my department. That is the entire
department. ..[another] department has been in the basement of one of our

residence halls for Since I have been here 5 years. They have horrible
conditions to work with and we just built a multi-million dollar facility for
our basketball players.” (Kyle)
”It just seems like money is used for non-spiritual things.” (Taylor)
”They tore down a girls’ dorm and at the same time [they are]
trying to get more people, but yeah, we have one of the best arenas. That’s
a sad point when you are abusing the people allowing you to have that.”
(Keith)

While the outcome of Signiﬁcant institutional decisions was potentially
conspicuous and noisily represented the university’s regard for students (for
better or for worse), the process by which these decisions were made was also

inﬂuential in communicating the institution’s student-centeredness and, by

association, its faith commitment to focus group participants. These students
characterized institutional decision-making as ”autocratic”, ”authoritarian”, and

”like [our] parents”, neither soliciting or being particularly responsive to the
opinions of students. Several students related unsuccessful attempts to speak
with administrators regarding particular decisions, and described a sense of
exclusion from decisions shaping their campus experience. To students, this
disenfranchisement suggested different degrees of student-centeredness and
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perhaps different faith commitments among different segments of the university

community. This distinction is discussed more fully in the following section on
conformity and its Effect on Campus Cohesiveness.

Emphasis on Conformity

In addition to these expressions of care, students identiﬁed the
university’s emphasis on conformity to religious standards and stakeholders’
expectations as a powerful commwxicator of its faith commitment. In their

opinion, the university’s marked attention to such conformity signiﬁcantly
shaped the community, cohesiveness, curriculum, campus activity, and conduct
of its students.

Effect on Community
As mentioned previously, students described a strong sense of
community on campus and identiﬁed this as evidence of the university’s faith
commitment. Students felt closer to one another than mere classmates and
considered themselves part of a university ”family”, drawn together largely by a
common faith commitment. As Mo ably asserted, this common faith commitment

is the foundation of the university’s distinctive environment:

”The thing that speaks loudly — where the rubber meets the road
with the Christian environment is the teachers you encounter and the
friends you make. There is a sizable portion of people here who are
Christians and care about their faith, and a sizeable amount of teachers
who care about their faith, and when you are around those people, that’s

where the beneﬁts of being at [this university] are.” (Mo)
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Though the university describes itself as a Christian university, it identiﬁes
even more speciﬁcally with a particular religious tradition in its doctrinal and
constituent afﬁliation. This identiﬁcation with a speciﬁc religious fellowship
narrows the university’s general faith commitment and exerts an homogenizing

effect on the institution’s cultural values and constituents that was unmistakable
to students. Simply put, this homogeneity itself communicated the university’s
faith commitment to its students.
”I think what’s being referred to as the Christian atmosphere really
comes from being around people who are like you are—[members Of the
university’s religious tradition], you know.” (Lars)

”...sometimes what they Show us is not so much Christianity as a
whole as [their particular religious tradition] in speciﬁc.” (Lars)

However, this singular faith perspective was revealed not only as a

powerful unifying force in the campus community, but also as a potential point
of division when conformity to a speciﬁc religious perspective became an issue.
Generally, students found the common commitment unifying, and integral to the
”Christian atmosphere”, but the speciﬁcity of the convictions that brought
campus constituents together at some times threatened to pull them apart at

others. Students revealed conformity to the institution’s faith commitment as
both charm and challenge of their university experience.
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They

found the sense of ”belonging”

springing

from common

commitment very meaningful, but noted that it may not extend to all participants
in the university experience, particularly not to those who espoused faith
commitments dissimilar to those of the institution. Students warned that those
who were not associated with the university’s particular religious tradition,
could ﬁnd themselves less comfortable and less ”welcome”, less ”in the family”

than those who were. Experiences that Clarified the particularity of the
university’s faith commitment or weighed an individual on their conformity to it
proved powerful in shaping students’ understandings of the institution’s
Christian character. Students expressed concern in this area:
”. . .Seeing this as primarily a Christian university and not realizing

that the [university’s particular religious tradition] has historically had a
much narrower deﬁnition of Christian can be very unsettling.” (Luke)

”. .. There’s not much diversity around here. It’s about being
around people who are like you, and that’s a good thing for those who ﬁt

in, and for those who don’t fit in, that’s not necessarily a good thing... It’s
not very welcoming unless you’re like ’me’” (Lars)
”...I do think that peOple who do not come from [the university’s

particular religious] background feel probably uninvited. I deﬁnitely do
not have the belief where everything needs to be open and you just
believe whatever you want to believe, but I know people [who seem to]
have forgotten that there are people outside of [their beliefs]. They can be

perceived as very uninviting.” (Bonnie)
The interpersonal encounters students had early in their afﬁliation with
the university communicated strongly about the particularity of the university’s
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faith commitment and its power to both unite and exclude. While some students

cited positive early encounters with the university’s faith perspective that
facilitated their assimilation into the university culture:

”The ﬁrst day I moved in I knew three other freshman and that
was it. By that night, I had made forty friends, and we all got together in
the square and had our own devotional. Just right off the bat. And we did
that for the ﬁrst three weeks of school. Coming in and having something
like that in common right off the bat, and having peOple showing their
faith and living it, and I still have all of those friends now where we get
together.... to think that I had been at this school for Six hours and I am

out here with forty people I didn’t know and they are already like a family
to me!” (Beth)

Others cited powerful negative experiences during their assimilation into
the campus community:
”I know for me as a freshman, I knew it was a Christian school, but
I really didn’t know it was a [particularly afﬁliated] school. I just wanted

to go to a Christian school. Freshman year was kind of hard with friends
around me trying to put their beliefs on me of what they thought they was
right and because I don’t believe in that, I am going to hell or whatever. I
had a friend who didn’t respect my beliefs and to have a friend say your
church is not worshipping God and that you are wrong, that hurt real
bad.” (Moesha)

”About the Christian atmosphere, I hate to throw in a negative
point, and I do love the school now, but when I ﬁrst came, I cried almost

every day even though it was welcoming. I think mainly because I am a

Methodist and this is my 5th year in school. Out Of 4 schools, 2 private and
2 public (one U. of Georgia. even though it was really huge and wild,
there was a lot of diversity and it was really accepting) Even though I did
not know much about the [university’s particular religious tradition],

when I ﬁrst came here, I started just asking people their beliefs — not to
condemn or convert or be converted, but I just wanted to know. I had
people jump down my throat, and that was pretty hard to accept my first

year here. . .” (Jen)
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Regardless of whether their own experiences were positive or negative,

focus group participants clearly identiﬁed their early experiences in joining the
campus community as powerful encounters with the university’s faith

commitment. The understanding shaped in these experiences seemed to persist
throughout their time at the university.

Effect on Cohesiveness
The university’s efforts to identify with a particular religious fellowship

communicated strongly to students about its faith commitment, but their
experience of these efforts in different university contexts ultimately contributed
to their perception of a divided institutional purpose. Focus group participants
evidenced a profound, if subconscious, mental compartmentalization of the

university’s life and work into two very different cultures— one predominately
deﬁned by the deep interpersonal commitment and daily interaction of faculty
and students, and the other deﬁned by the strategic business decisions and
operations of the university’s administrators, governing board, etc. For the

purposes of this study, I will refer to these separate contexts as the Campus
Culture and the Corporate Culture respectively. This partitioning proved

common among focus group participants and shaped a perception similar to that
at the ”Two Sphere University” characterized by Lyons and Beaty (1999). Focus
groups participants described a division between Campus and Corporate
Cultures:

109

”I think, ﬁrst you need to deﬁne [the university], because I can see
[it] as you would deﬁne a church. Church is the people. And that’s howl

see [the university]. Or you can see it as an institution — the business part
of it... When I think of [the university], I don’t think this campus, I don’t
think about the president or making donations to the school, I think about
my friends and the people who make it up.” (Leann)

”This sounds funny, but I see [the university] like two separate

beings given the same name. It’s hard to say what we believe as students
and say what [the university] believes, because it’s two different things

that don’t really interact with each other.” (Beth)

Students perceived themselves to be members Of the Campus Culture (e.g.
students, faculty, coaches), and evidenced disconnection at best, and conﬂict at

worst with the members and activities of the Corporate Culture (e.g.
administrators, deans, donors, trustees and other external constituents.) This was

apparent not only in the speciﬁc encounters discussed in focus groups, but in

students’ consistent use of ﬁrst-person forms when referring to the Campus
Culture, and third-person forms when referring to the Corporate Culture. ”I”,

”we” and ”us” typically represented the caring community Of faculty and
students, while ”they” and ”them” consistently indicated the apparently separate

community of administrators (president, vice presidents, deans) and external
stakeholders (trustees, donors, church leaders).

While their lack of direct participation in the business interactions that

comprised the life and work of the Corporate Culture might have suggested that
students would be less sensitive to the power of such interactions to

communicate the university’s faith commitment, this was clearly not the case. On
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the contrary, students were particularly attentive to the decisions and activities
of the Corporate Culture and their effect in representing the university’s faith
commitment. In students’ discussions, two things became very apparent: 1)

certain activities of the Corporate Culture were conspicuous to students and
therefore communicated strongly to them about the university’s faith
commitment, and 2) the priorities of the Corporate Culture, as inferred by

students, were frequently at odds with the priorities of the Campus culture as
communicated in their personal experiences. This conﬂict left students trying to
reconcile their perspectives of the different cultures into a cohesive picture of the
university’s faith perspective.
Students’ perceived the conﬂict between the faith commitments of each

culture as reﬂected most clearly in the behavior of the their primary participants:
the members Of the university’s faculty and its administration. Students
interpreted conﬂict between these constituents as evidence of conﬂicting
commitment to faith within each culture.

”Most of the professors here... have a good understanding of why
they are Christians and they Show that in their classrooms. The
administration is far from that... It’s the aim of the administration is to

better the situation of [the university] as a whole instead of administering
to its students. And when I say to better the situation I don’t mean in any

spiritual aspect, but financially. . ..” (Kyle)
”AS far as the administration goes, when it comes to Christianity it

seems like they say we leave that at the door when it comes to business.”
(Mandy)
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”...the administration has shown that this institution is a business
and it is treated as such. The professors are what give this school its

infusion of Christianity. The administration does not seem to Show their
Christian values.” (Kyle)
”I mean I would say the teachers are why [students] go here. The

type of teachers — they are considerate and compassionate, they try to help
you further yourself more than the administration.” (Kris)
”Some administration may want to do something good, but
bettering the university through money and donors seems to be their
focus instead of the students and their personal growth. I don’t see how
that can be a Christian university when you are not even focusing on the
students.” (Curtis).

As optimistic and enthusiastic as students were in describing the faith
commitment illustrated by the interpersonal focus of the university’s Campus
Culture, they waxed notably cynical in describing the faith commitment

evidenced by the institutional focus of the university’s Corporate Culture. On
one hand, the depth and genuineness of the personal relationships among faculty
and students was viewed by students as unique and indicative of a firm
institutional faith commitment in the Campus Culture. On the other hand, the
political or utilitarian relationships of the institution’s Corporate Culture,
appeared disingenuous to students, and indicative of a mutable faith

commitment manipulated to meet ﬁnancial or marketing needs.
”Something that has always bugged me is... how you always know
when the big donor is on campus. They always come to chapel and that’s
the day the president speaks. If not giving the message, at least sitting in

the audience. It seems kind of fake to me with a big smile and shaking
hands.” (Pete)
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”As a business major, in more of my classes the emphasis is placed
on exterior goods and wealth. The same sort of thing the university does

— emphasize the exterior and say it is Christian to get funding as more of a
PR tool.” (Patrick)

”As a Christian what’s important is a person’s interior work not
what’s exterior. The university is communicating something opposite to
that.” (Marie)

”The money is used more around the image instead of helping the
students. It’s about getting the students there and making it look good
from the outside.” (Kris)
Among the activities of the Corporate Culture, the university’s

fundraising efforts and cultivation Of potential donors emerged as particularly
conspicuous and inﬂuential in Shaping students’ perception of the institution’s
faith commitment. Focus group participants consistently characterized the

university’s development emphasis and efforts as inconsonant with its faith
commitment. Their attentiveness to such issues was pointed and merits speciﬁc

consideration here.
The prominence of fundraising in the university’s consciousness seemed
to communicate to some students that the university’s faith commitment was
subsidiary to its financial one.
”[The president] was heading a chapel this year and he asked for
you to list the three most important people at [the university] and the one
we spent the most time on was a man who had donated a lot of money
and [the president] kept emphasizing how much money he had donated. I
think it should have been more on professors. It shouldn’t have been the
focus of money.” (Marie)
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”...The ’money people’ get put on a pedestal and the ones that

really matter sorta lay low.” (Keith)
”I think that the business part is about the money. You are going to

get the money however you want to. That’s all they want is the money,
and they have to have it to keep things going. I am sure they are
Christians, and they do have the Christian background, but to get the

money, they will get it how they want to.” (Moesha)
Students perceived a preoccupation with money in the Corporate Culture
that seemed to conﬂict with principles espoused by and embodied in the

Campus Culture. Where students perceived student-centeredness as the
hallmark Of the university’s faith commitment in the Campus Culture, they
perceived money-centeredness as characteristic of the university’s Corporate
Culture. Where students perceived regard for persons as an end in itself and an

apt reﬂection of Christian character in the former, it appeared only utilitarian to
them in the latter.
From their perspective, the faith commitment exhibited by the university’s
Corporate Culture was predominately strategic, one shaped largely by the

external expectation of donors and board members, or invoked when ﬁnancially
advantageous.

”I think it is very obvious that we can’t allow some things on
campus because of money...Politics plays a huge part in it and it has as
long as I have been here... If they are going to have someone give them
millions of dollars, they are not going to care what they believe in so
much. If they get money from someone who is against something that the

kids are doing, then we’ll just not let the kids do that.” (Marcia)
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”...certain rules are because we need to have them just because
some big donor paid for them.” (Phillip)

”...the business part has to be upheld because we have people

making donations who know the roots of this University and they have
things in mind that they want this place to look like....” (Leann).

”On the whole [the university’s faith perspective] is narrow to
satisfy donors. Individually, there is a very good representation of people
who go to more liberal churches, and faculty go there, but if we want to
keep tuition down, we have to have money, and to insure that, we can’t

allow things the conservative peOple don’t like...” (Luke)

”They use Christianity to raise money in everything they do. [In
fundraising for a large multipurpose events center,] they are not going to
emphasize that the money is for an arena; it is going tO be for a chapel

where everyone can be together. It’s shameful.” (Lydia)

The sense of the university’s faith commitment being strongly inﬂuenced,
”trapped” or even ”bought” by external contributors was evidenced in some
students’ comments. Luke, a Student Government Representative described both

the dilemma and the perceived opposing opinions of faculty and administration
in reporting:
”[The deans] told me... how some people on the board were
threatening to withdraw funds, and it was a huge hassle. One bible

professor said what he thought we should do is say ’okay withdraw your
money’, and maybe tuition goes up, but we are going to have faith

that...God will bless our decision as Christians. Overriding sentiment is
that we can lose that money, but that step is not ready to be taken by them
[the administration].” (Luke)
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Students and other campus constituents clearly viewed such action or
inaction as indicative of different faith commitments in the institution’s
Corporate and Campus Cultures. In short, the students found the activity and
decisions of the Corporate Culture reﬂective of a faith commitment that was

inconsonant with that evidenced by the Campus Culture. Students reconciled
such dissonance by compartmentalizing the university’s context and identifying
certain activities, decisions, and sensitivities of the Corporate Culture as aberrant

or even detracting from the university’s faith commitment. This mental
partitioning enabled students to universally and enthusiastically affirm the
university’s distinctive Christian character while simultaneously Offering pointed
critiques of particular decisions and practices.

Eﬁect on Curriculum
The university’s asserts ”its primary mission is to integrate Christian faith
and practice with academic excellence” (University Catalogue, 2000, p. 7).

Consequently, emphasis on conformity within its curricular environment
communicated its faith commitment strongly to its students. Its efforts to both
identify and present a speciﬁc worldview to its constituents distinguished it from
secular institutions and strongly inﬂuenced the curricular experiences of both
students and faculty. This inﬂuence is most apparent in its integration of faith
and learning and its interpretation of academic freedom.
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Integration of Faith and Learning

Students clearly identiﬁed classroom experiences in which considerations
of faith coexisted or interacted with more typical academic or discipline-speciﬁc

content as distinctive and indicative of the university’s faith commitment.
”I came from a public high school and the atmosphere is a lot
different. We never talked about God in class and we never prayed in
class or anything like that. Ijust saw a big difference. . .” (Daniel)
”Before coming to [this university] I have been to schools where
they will pare God out of everything. And, if you mention God, they will
tear you up for it.” (Inga)

Additionally, students identiﬁed instructors’ efforts to present a unified
Christian or Biblical worldview in their teaching as clearly communicating the

institution’s overarching faith commitment.
”...I think at this school, because of the [particular religious
tradition’s] values that the teachers care more and will talk about God

more in their lectures. Every time they introduce a subject they ﬁnd some
way to relate it to God.” (Inga)

” [They] includ[e] faith type stuff in the way they teach a math class
or a science class or a business class. That’s real encouraging to me.... In
my math class I don’t remember, but I do remember him talking about it. I
was really impressed. I was like how did you get religious stuff out of my
math class. In business, it’s kind of Obvious how you could do that — ethics
and stuff.” (Pete)

”I think that there is that ability to within the class to be open with
each other and not be afraid to talk about some of our ideas. There is just

not that limit that is placed on you like if you were going to public school.
You can see that everybody has a set of beliefs that is grounded in
something and it makes it easier to talk about.” (Bonnie)
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”One of the ﬁrst questions that was asked by my math professor,
was did God create math? He was challenging us to think in terms of
having these abilities and is it man who has been given the ability to put
things and knowledge into context? At what point does God give us that
ability? He just kind of questioned that whole thing.” (Bonnie)

In this integrated context, students found faculty members attentive to
both the life Of the mind and the life of the soul. Faculty not only modeled the
coexistence Of faith and learning, but encouraged students to engage their beliefs
intellectually and to find the place where ”belief and knowledge come together”
(Jen). Again, students found this wedding of faith and knowledge distinctive and
indicative of the university’s faith commitment.
”In general I came to [this university] with an understanding of
what a Christian [schoollwould be like because I went to one through my

middle school and high school years, but I really didn’t know what it was
about until I got here and was presented with some issues in class that
made me think about my own Christianity. SO I would say that speciﬁc
classes, through mainly the professors, that made me think about my own
Christianity and what it meant to be a Christian.” (Kyle)

”In my biology class, this semester, we talked about evolution on

the last day. I ﬁgured we would go in there and he would say evolution is
wrong and that would be a really short class, but instead we took apart
every point saying we can agree with this point and this point of it, but as

we back it up with what we believe then this last point is wrong. It was
pretty neat. He actually got out theBible and said all right, by what we
believe do we think this, this, and this?... it was straightforward and it

didn’t condemn anything but it was just saying it depends what you bring
to it.” (Beth)
”I am an education major and in my classes, we talk so much about
loving children and using teaching as our ministry. It’s going to be really

hard for me if I go to a public school. It will be hard to keep my mouth
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Shut and not profess God and Jesus. I guess that’s a way that I have seen
faith in college.” (Leann)

Interpretation ofAcademic Freedom
In addition to recognizing the university’s faith commitment in its effort to
portray a Christian worldview in curricular contexts, students also believed it

shaped such contexts, in part, by controlling the expression and behavior of
instructors. Students believed that faculty members were required to conform to
perspectives supportive of the university’s general faith commitment or its

affiliations with religious constituents. They believed that faculty members
failing to espouse such a ”party line” would ﬁnd their employment terminated.
”If a professor were to voice an opinion that would lose the donor
or big contributor, the professor’s job would be threatened.” (Mandy)

Teachers

”must

operate

within

boundaries

set

by

the

administration, but at the same time I have had teachers that have said

things that go against what is laid down... the most outspoken ones are
the ones who get ﬁred for it.” (Esteban)

”Yeah, actually. Every year that I have been here, plus the year that
I was a prospective student, there has been one professor that has been
ﬁred for [these] reasons ....they thought something else. It seemed like
they disagreed about what was going on. [They] did things outside the
norm.” (Esteban)

I came from the [university’s] high school and that is true from the

top down. I know one at the high school and one at the college that was
fired partly because they were going to [an unacceptable church]... and
they were told to either leave there and go someplace else or basically
leave [the university].” (Keith)
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”... my freshman year my ﬁrst Bible class was Hebrew history. My
professor said that the detail may possibly be just a story so people could
understand it. He just gave that as an idea and I believe the next year he
was ﬁred.” (Marie)

”I had the same professor the next semester when probably knew

he was leaving. He was probably the best professor I had here. He gave
the most open-minded lectures and I can look at the gospel now in a
totally different way because of the way he presented it. I feel like a lot of
the professors have more to give than they are able to.” (Lydia)
Focus group participants related incidents in which professors exhibited
apparently uncommon candor and commitment by breaking with the ”party

line”, by ”...go[ing] personal with you and tell[ing] you what they really think.
[emphasis original]”(Victoria). Their perception of the pressure on professors to

conform both professionally and personally, was validated by these interactions:
”There are a lot Of professors who will say something in class and I
will go ask about it and they will say, ’well, Off the record...’ and try to
give me some other things to think about, but they can’t say it in class and
have the whole class think about it. They would be afraid of losing their
jobs. It just sorta messes up the intellectual side of trying to learn more
when it’s based on ’Don’t think about that, you might not agree with us
there.”’(Patrick).

”I have had several professors say ’I don’t believe this, but to keep
my job here I am going to tell this-and-such’ knowing that is not what
they believe. I am on the liberal ' side of [the university’s particular
religious tradition] and on the liberal side I say that if you have been
saved you are a Christian. I don’t care if you are a [member Of that
tradition] and I know several teachers like that... and I think they are
correct in thinking like this, but if they portray that idea in their teaching,
their job is in jeopardy.” (Suzanne)
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The emphasis on faculty’s conformity to institutional expectations
students perceived spoke loudly to them about both the zeal and the
particularity of the university’s faith commitment. In fact, students seemed to

identify the institution’s efforts simply to control its constituents, as much as its
efforts to advance any particular religious principle or precept, as indicative of its
faith commitment. Due to this emphasis on conformity, students perceived
academic freedom to be interpreted differently in the life and work of the
university than in that of its secular peers. They perceived proscribed boundaries
to inquiry that both expressed and reinforced the university’s faith commitment.

Joyce expressed this distinction succinctly:
”...As an institution, you can’t be so open-minded. We are

[affiliated with this religious tradition]; therefore we need to follow [its]
doctrine...” (Joyce).
Effect on Campus Activity

The university’s emphasis on conformity to religious standards was not
limited to curricular contexts; students’ experiences in co-curricular contexts

reﬂect Similar attention. Students identified the university’s efforts to honor
particular doctrinal convictions and religious traditions in the institutional

policies governing campus activity as communicative of the university’s faith
commitment. One of their most frequently referenced and emotionally-charged
examples involved the relocation of a popular student-led campus program
called Sanctuary.
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Sanctuary was simply a weekly religious gathering of students in which
participants sang contemporary Christian songs and prayed. It was student-

initiated and student-led. In the university’s campus context, this was not only a
very appropriate expression of individual and collective faith commitment, but a
very popular campus activity as well, involving a signiﬁcant number of students,
student leaders and some faculty members. The activities were led and
accompanied by a multi-piece instrumental and vocal band.
Within the particular religious tradition with which the university
identiﬁes, instrumental music has historically been excluded from worship
experiences. This preference was originally rooted in a religious commitment to
Simplicity and informed by the pragmatic sensibilities Of the American frontier,

and has grown over time to become one of the most recognizable and
distinguishing characteristics of this particular religious fellowship (Childers, et
a1, 2001). Liberal and conservative extremes of this fellowship increasingly differ
in their interpretation and commitment to this tradition, with those maintaining
the prohibition on instrumental music holding down the more orthodox position.
The university’s efforts to orient itself within its religious constituency and to

evidence such orthodoxy in the policies governing university facility usage
powerfully shaped students’ understanding of its faith commitment in the
Sanctuary case.
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Since Sanctuary was led by a band, and instrumental music comprised a
signiﬁcant portion of its worship experience, institutional leaders felt compelled
to limit its role in campus culture, or more precisely, its access to campus

facilities. Citing the university’s faith commitment, and its relationship with
disapproving constituents, university administrators prohibited Sanctuary from
meeting in university buildings. Sanctuary participants, and students in general,
were very frustrated. To many students, this decision seemed to represent the

over-particularity or arbitrariness of the university’s faith commitment. Mo’s
synopsis serves to summarize the experience and to represent the opinions of
many focus group participants:
”I go to Sanctuary, and the first time it met...in [an academic
building] on campus. The next week when they went in to set up for it,

there was a security guard standing at the door that said the
administration said they were not allowed to do this inside. So, they

started doing it outside. That’s ﬁne, it’s spring, the weather is great. We
moved to [the area around] the bell tower — a great setting for it. We
resumed it this fall when we came back to school,... and the weather

started getting colder so we had to ﬁgure out another place. Basically, [we
went] back to the administration and deans and appealed. Over the
course of two weeks, we were told that we couldn’t do it inside and really
they didn’t want it on campus at all. . .So we ended up moving Off campus

to a church, about 5 minutes down the road and it’s fine... It blew my
mind, when I re-looked at the mission statement ”to create lifelong
disciples of Christ enthusiastically”, or whatever, and not even allowing a

Christian devotional on campus - it just blew my mind!” (Mo)
In the Sanctuary case, policy decisions made in the interest of supporting

the university’s identiﬁcation with its particular religious tradition, or of
orienting

the

university within

the

spectrum

of religious

orthodoxy,
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communicated strongly to students about the institution’s faith commitment.
Speciﬁcally, these decisions seemed to contradict the students’ pre-existing
understanding of that commitment, and caused them to re-evaluate the depth or
consistency of that commitment:
”Sanctuary — c’mon it’s beautiful. It’s a way, an artistic way, to

worship God through voice and art, playing music. What could be wrong
with that?” (Lemmy)

”...sending Sanctuary off campus, that does not send a good

message to me at all. It is inconsistent with everything we stand for.”

(Phillip)
”It got really frustrating. One time last semester, just for example,
in the theater, they were watching the Matrix and they were going to have
a discussion about it. I love the Matrix, one of my favorite movies, but it
was rated R. You can watch that high-tech stuff and just right across

campus you can’t have a devotional inside.” (Kacey)
”The thing about [the university] is they have their focus on God,
but they don’t focus on God where it really counts-- with what the
mission statement really means” (Lars)

Students recognized the university’s faith commitment not only in the
campus activities it chose to constrain (e.g. Sanctuary), but also in the particular
campus activities it chose to compel (e.g. corporate worship experiences.) At the

university, students were required to attend corporate worship or religious
training experiences each day. University Chapel occurred each Monday,
Wednesday and Friday and consisted of worship activities (e.g. prayer, and
singing) and a special speaker or presentation. University Bible Study took place
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on Tuesdays and Thursdays and consisted of speciﬁc biblical training or
exegesis. These daily corporate religious experiences were mandated by the
institution’s charter and so stand as conspicuous and immovable expressions of
the university’s faith commitment both ideologically and practically. Students
consistently identiﬁed the fact that they have mandatory chapel and Bible classes
each day as indicative of the university’s faith commitment and a factor
distinguishing it from its secular peers:

”The daily Bible requirement and the daily chapel kind of thing
stand out right off the bat. Obviously, a state school is not going to have a
daily Bible requirement. Those are like visible corporate things. . .” (MO)

”You go to chapel every single day and that’s on top of church---

that, to me, spoke about the Christian atmosphere so much... it is doing
an enormous amount of work behind the scene — in my life anyway. Even
the people who are coming here and not hearing or studying [the Bible]
during it or whatever, are hearing God every single day whether [they\
know it or want to or not.” (Joyce)

Students universally identiﬁed Chapel and University Bible as reﬂective
of the institution’s faith commitment in part because of the signiﬁcant
importance placed on students’ participation in these experiences. The university
requires and monitors the attendance of all students, and recently created a

special early session of University Bible (7:10 am.) to facilitate the attendance of

those who must work during its usual occurrence. In the words of one student:
”Now there’s just no way around it!” Students characterize the university as very

assertive in enforcing the ”Bible requirement” by placing students on probation
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and even suspending them from the university for failure to complete their
semesterly requirement.
Voluntary participation in religious activities was common and indicative
of the university community’s faith commitment as well, as Inga and Pete
related:
”I love coming here and seeing Tuesday Night Devos
[Devotionals]. I thought that was powerful-— that of their own free wills,
everyone comes in and sits on the ground and strains just to hear... so
they could be there and worship God..” (Inga)
”I think what is signiﬁcant about that is... they are coming together
and they are having a devotional and they are singing and praying

together and crying and already starting to care about each other. That’s
really the evidence of a faith in practice.” (Pete)

However, it was the fact that the university required students’ attendance
at Chapel and University Bible, and its willingness to link these experiences to
academic progress that most vividly communicated the university’s faith
commitment to students.

Eﬁect on Conduct
Students found both the presence and the particularity of the university’s
expectations for student conduct reﬂective of its faith commitment and
instrumental in creating a campus environment distinct from that of secular
universities:

”It’s basic-- we have different rules. Just on a surface level, people
see that we have certain dorm restrictions and restrictions on clothes we
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can wear and things we can do on campus in public, those kinds of
things... a lot of colleges will let things happen that we don’t allow here.”
(Victoria)

”You are never having some huge party going on on campus. I talk
to some friends who go to [other secular universities] and it’s a terrible

situation. . .This university has a different standard of behavior” (Randy)
”The atmosphere here is deﬁnitely better than state schools — rules
make it better. ” (Phillip)

”There’s not as much stealing as at other universities.” (Marie)

”Little things, little physical aspects. You don’t usually hear foul
language. . .There are not cigarette butts all over the ground because there
is no smoking. It’s just cleaner.” (Kyla)
In general, students characterized the university as asserting a great deal

of control over its students’ conduct. The breadth of its attention was noteworthy
to Inga and Hanna:
”...there are these rules you have to follow... Horrible rules, like
you have to have shorts down to your knees and you have to wear a
brassiere at all times...At most other schools, you can get away with a lot
more.” (Inga)

”At the beginning of the semester, I had on a tank top and a

professor told me to change it and later that day I was at work and there

was this guy just Sitting there and I asked him what he was doing and he
said he was monitoring if people were under the dress code. I couldn’t
believe it!” (Hanna)

This elevated attention to conduct, however, communicated the faith

commitment of the university strongly to students. Regardless of their personal
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afﬁrmation of the university’s specific standards for their conduct, students

regarded the simple existence of such standards as evidence of the university’s
high regard for students, and clearly communicative of its Christian character:
”As opposed to a [secular university], things here try to give some
kind of Christian standard. I might not agree with those standards they
set, but I would say in general, [there is] an underlying Christian
foundation for what they try to do. ” (Kyle)

”This kinda sounds corny to hear from a student, but I think part of

the reason we care is because we can tell that they care about us. I don’t

mean that because they say they care about us, but just by the rules that
they set. By the dorm life, and in the Classroom with the expected conduct.
Even if the students think that the rules are horrible, it also shows a
commitment and I think a deep sense of care and commitment to us from
the administration.” (Pete)

However, the prevalence and speciﬁcity of the university’s expectations
for their conduct spurred some students to question the purpose of such rules.
Over-reliance on a speciﬁc set of rules, or ”legalism” in the students’ words, was

cited as characteristic of both campus culture and the university’s particular
religious tradition in general. Students used this term to represent a focus on
rules for rules’ sake, and drew a distinction between the university’s investment

in clarifying standards for student conduct and in actually training students to
understand or meet those standards.
Students identified the university’s general attention to behavior as
energetic and reﬂective of its faith commitment, but also characterized this
attention as ’legalistic”, ”shortsighted”, ”surface” and ”shallow” because it
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seemed focused on compliance over understanding. Focus group participants
expressed a desire for greater attention to the rationale and commitments
undergirding the university’s standards. Rachel and Christina expressed this
emphatically:
”It’s kind of my desire to see the school teaching about practical
things, like overcoming sin, faith, repentance...I want to be steeped in

that. I want holy standards. There is a lot of discussion going on about
surface topics...but as far as practical ways to get to that point. . .I feel like
I am not getting any of that training. And that is the kind of training I
want.” (Rachel)

”I guess I want to know why we do stuff [emphasis original]. It’s

not enough just to do it; I want to know why we do it. We do it for a
reason. I want to know why I am dressing like this, why am I going to
church every Sunday, why do I not curse.” (Christina)
'
”I can’t find good examples. I want [the university] to teach me

how to live. I don’t want them to just tell me ’don’t do this’ or ’don’t do
that’.” (Christina)

Differences in Response by Participant Characteristic

In addition to seeking insight into the means by which students gained an
understanding of their university’s faith commitment, this study posed the
question of whether differences existed in the responses of students of different
gender, housing status, and religious afﬁliation. Data were ”tagged” with the
characteristics of the participant providing them, and carried these distinctions
throughout analysis. Focus group participants and their Characterstic Codes are
listed in Appendix G.
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As themes were identified and data were reorganized, these ”tags”
permitted consideration of the degree to which each specific characteristic was
represented in the data framing each theme. I looked for evidence of any notable
elevation or

distinction among the characteristics

tracked.

After

such

consideration, it became apparent that no significant distinction emerged. No
clear trend among these characteristics could be described; each gender, housing
status, and religious affiliation was represented comparably in the data framing
each theme.
Initially, this seemed to offer no additional insight into the student

experience, but further reﬂection suggested that this lack of distinction in itself
may be noteworthy. First Of all, it generally reinforced the images of a Close
community and strong homogenizing inﬂuence that emerged from focus group
discussions. Secondly, it dispelled several assumptions that might be made based
on persistent but apparently erroneous stereotypes associated with each
characteristic.

Men 8' Women

Male and female participants were equally appreciative and emphatic
about the depth Of their relationships with faculty and peers. The uncommon
initiative and openness to expressions of caring reﬂected in focus group
discussions was equally advanced by men as well as women. Therefore any
potential characterization of men as naturally less sensitive to or less engaged in
130

deep interpersonal connections and genuine caring relationships was refuted by
their actual responses. Data revealed that all members of the university
community, or at least those of the Campus Culture, pursued and enjoyed the
uncommonly caring relationships that framed their understanding of the
university’s faith commitment.

Commuters and Residents
Data also revealed that commuters found the events and activities of
campus life as expressive of the university’s faith commitment as the on—campus
residents. At some institutions, commuting students’ distance from campus or

decreased participation in certain campus events and services supports their
characterization as less interested in, less sensitive to, or ultimately less impacted

by campus life than residential students. However, responses of focus group
participants suggested commuter students’ degree of interest in and sensitivity
to these experiences (if not their actual level of physical participation) is

comparable to that of their on-campus peers at the site university.
This is likely inﬂuenced by the university’s policy requiring all students to
live in residence during their ﬁrst two years. This fosters early and significant
engagement in campus life that lasts over time. Mandy, a senior, illustrated this
lasting personal connection
”. . .my freshman year, being in my dorm with a wonderful RA, like

that really helped me. I was surrounded by girls that we had a connection.
That helped me realize Christ. It helped me see that people really cared
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about people. The group of friends I formed in my freshman year, I am
still best friends with all Of them after all this time. That is incredible to

me.” (Mandy)
Additionally, the university’s campus is located in an urban area with
ample housing opportunities. Many commuters live literally next door to
campus, and this facilitates access that may maintain their connectedness to

campus culture even after their departure from campus housing. Though the
reasons for such consistency are unclear, it was apparent that the decisions and
activities shaping campus life proved a powerful expression of the university’s
faith commitment to all students, commuters and residents alike.

Members and Non-Members
At an institution that so deliberately identified with a particular religious
tradition, it might have been reasonable to expect distinctions between the
perspectives of students who personally ascribed to the same particular faith
tradition and those who did not. However, data revealed few such distinctions.

Both students who claimed membership in this tradition and those who did not

(i.e. those identifying with another or no religious tradition) Offered similar
perceptions of the inﬂuence of the university’s particular identiﬁcation. Among
positive effects, they cited heightened moral sensitivity, ethical conduct, strong

community ties and interpersonal commitments. Among negative characteristics,
they described narrower perspectives on truth and a Christian worldview, an
extra-institutional and powerful locus of control, and the potential to divide and
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exclude members of the campus community. Complimentary and critical
opinions came equally from members and non-members of the university’s
particular religious tradition and described no distinction between insider and
outsider perspectives. Data revealed the university’s particular faith commitment
to be of interest and signiﬁcance to all, but neither more highly regarded by
members nor more critically evaluated by non-members.
Over all, the methods employed in this study supported no clear
definition of distinctions or trends in the data that could be attributed to the
characteristics of focus group participants. Gender, Housing Status, and
Religious Afﬁliation were comparably represented in the data framing each
theme. This is potentially a target for future inquiry and is noted as such in the

following chapter.

Summary
Focus group discussions produced considerable information on how
students gained their understanding of the university’s faith commitment.

Participants’ comments and examples revealed them to be highly appreciative of
the university’s Christian atmosphere and attentive to its expression in diverse
contexts and encounters. In general, the university’s overarching expressions of
care and the emphasis it placed on conformity shaped students’ understanding

of its faith commitment most profoundly. This chapter described these

133

categories, Expressions of Caring and Emphasis on Conforming, using students’
own comments and examples.

The university’s Expression of Care was most evident to students in the
uncommon

friendliness,

acceptance,

and

commitment

of the

campus

environment, and in the uncommon depth of the relationships they enjoyed with

individual faculty members. Students found manifestations of a student-centered
philosophy broadly indicative of the university’s faith commitment. The
university’s Emphasis on Conformity shaped its community, cohesiveness,
curriculum, campus activity, and conduct, and strongly inﬂuenced students’

understanding Of its faith commitment as well. Finally, the chapter concluded
with consideration Of whether students of different gender, housing status, or

religious afﬁliation gained their understanding of the university’s faith
commitment in different ways. No clear differences or trends were visible in the
data, but this apparent consistency in student experience and response refuted
several stereotypes based on such characteristics.
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CHAPTER V
RESULTS, REFLECTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Introduction
This study sought to identify and describe the means by which students at
a particular Christian university gained their understanding of that university’s
faith commitment. Inquiry was conducted using six focus group discussions
involving a total of 47 currently enrolled sophomores, juniors, and seniors. These
discussions produced a rich description of the encounters with people, policies,

and programs that ultimately shaped students’ understanding of the university’s
faith commitment. The goal of the following chapter is to interpret and apply
these data in speciﬁc recommendations to institutional leaders for maximizing
that understanding.
To this end, the chapter begins by identifying points of connection and
disconnection that emerged from students’ discussions. These aspects of student
experience and university life emerged as powerful forces in developing or
diluting students’ understanding of the university’s faith commitment. The
chapter continues with a personal reﬂection on three considerations of particular
importance to education leaders seeking to maximize students’ understanding of

this commitment. This reﬂection serves to engage institutional dynamics
illustrated by focus group discussions, to discipline my own thoughts on the
complexity of the Christian university’s mission, and to inform the conclusions
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and recommendations that follow it. Next, the chapter presents three conclusions
regarding how students gained their understanding of the university’s faith
commitment. The chapter continues with the presentation of three strategic
recommendations

to

educational leaders at the

site

university.

These

recommendations highlight the most promising investments for improving

students’ understanding of the university’s faith commitment. Finally, the
chapter concludes with suggestions for future research.

Points of Connection
Focus group discussions illuminated ﬁve categories of experience or

characteristics of university life that illustrated the university’s Christian
character and connected students with the university’s faith commitment. These
points of connection include 1) deep personal relationships with faculty, 2) the
pertinence Of faith in curricular contexts, 3) the caring and personal atmosphere
on campus, 4) the attention devoted to student conduct, and 5) the opportunities
for religious training and service. They are described below.

Deep personal relationships with faculty

Students believed the uncommonly high degree of personal interest and
initiative modeled by faculty members embodied the university’s Christian
commitment. Their relationships with these individuals became powerful
vehicles for engaging the university’s faith commitment. Though the university’s
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faith commitment is articulated in its statement of purpose and numerous other

formal documents, it is noteworthy that students never cited such documents as
inﬂuential in shaping their understanding of that commitment. They connected
more with the university’s faith commitment in action, as born out in their
interactions

with

the

university’s

people.

It

became

apparent

and

multidimensional to students when it was embodied by their faculty and friends.

Faith in curricular contexts
Students also recognized the university’s faith commitment in the
presence of faith in the classroom and other learning contexts. The inclusion of
religious convictions and perspectives in academic discussion distinguished
students’ curricular experiences at the university from those in secular contexts,
and encouraged a worldview based on the university’s faith commitment.

Caring and personal atmosphere on campus
The interpersonal connections and positive regard which characterized

campus life powerfully illustrated the university’s faith commitment to students.
A

sense

of spiritual

”common _ ground”

fostered a

very caring and

interdependent atmosphere that both rested upon and reinforced the university’s
Christian character.
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Attention devoted to student conduct
Students believed the university’s attention to their conduct reﬂected its
distinctive character. Specifically, the university’s assertiveness in expressing and
enforcing particular standards for campus behavior inﬂuenced campus life, and
connected students with the university’s faith commitment.

Opportunities for religious training and service
Both voluntary and compulsory experiences with religious training or

service connected students with the university’s faith commitment. These
programs anchored the collective religious experience, acquainted students with
doctrinal foundations of the university’s particular religious tradition, and

provided numerous Opportunities to serve and educate others.

Points of Disconnection
In addition to these points of connection, focus groups identiﬁed several
points of disconnection. Five categories of student experiences or campus

dynamics

emerged

as

inﬂuential in

diluting

or

confusing

students’

understanding of the university’s faith commitment. These include students’
perceptions of: 1) the failure of specific institutional decisions to reﬂect students’
own priorities, 2) limitations on the pursuit of truth 3) the efforts of the

university to orient itself among external stakeholders, 4) conﬂict between
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administrative and academic cultures, and 5) the emphasis on rules over
rationale.

Failure of specific institutional decisions to reflect students’ own priorities
Students perceived their own priorities and Opinions were poorly
represented in and reﬂected by decisions signiﬁcantly affecting their university
experience. This apparent lack of regard for their input and preferences
conﬂicted with the ”student-centered” philosophy they associated with the
university’s faith commitment and hampered their understanding of that
commitment.

Perceived limitations on the pursuit of truth

Students believed that the expression and consideration of some ideas was
forbidden in an effort to support or protect the university’s Christian character.
Such proscription clearly conﬂicted with the university’s espoused commitment
to learning. Patrick, a senior, opined: ”It just sorta messes up the intellectual side

of trying to learn more when it’s based on ’Don’t think about that, you might not
agree with us there.

III

Perceived constraints to academic exploration hindered

students’ full engagement and understanding of the university’s faith
commitment.
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Efforts to orient the university among external stakeholders

The university’s efforts to orient itself within its particular religious
tradition and to cultivate relationships with external stakeholders were viewed
as disingenuous by its students. Students believed political positioning
emphasized external conformity over institutional identity and diminished the
integrity of the university’s faith commitment. This belief encouraged an oversimpliﬁed understanding of the university’s faith commitment.

Conflict between administrative and academic cultures
Students perceived conﬂict between the administrative and academic

cultures of the university. They attributed this conﬂict in large part to different
faith commitments and priorities among university personnel and programs.

This perceived incompatibility shaped their conception of distinct and conﬂicting
Corporate and Campus cultures, and fostered an insular or incomplete
understanding of the university’s faith commitment.

Emphasis on rules over rationale

Though focus group participants clearly recognized the university’s
expectations for their conduct, they acknowledged considerably less clarity
regarding the rationale for those expectations. They characterized the university
as more assertive in identifying what behavior was acceptable than in explaining
why it was desired or how students might effectively reshape their conduct. This
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behavioral emphasis distanced students from underlying beliefs and minimized

their understanding of the university’s faith commitment.

Personal Reﬂection:
Three Considerations for Christian University Leaders

As I conducted this study, I was struck by the complexity of the Christian
university and the particular challenges faced by its educational leaders. The
educational mission and organizational complexity of the American academy is
substantial and presents signiﬁcant challenges to institutional leaders in general,
but the speciﬁc religious mission of the Christian university dramatically

complicates the picture for its academics and administrators alike. Theirs is the
added challenge of managing potentially competitive ideological commitments,
developmental imperatives, and organizational dynamics to advance both the
life of the mind and the life of the soul deliberately and effectively. In this
section, I will describe three considerations illuminated by focus group
discussions that are of particular importance to educational leaders seeking to

maximize students’ understanding of their university’s faith commitment:
Conviction and Constraint in the Pursuit Of Truth, Diversification and Division

in the University Community, and Belief and Behavior in Campus Expectations.
This personal reﬂection serves to exercise and discipline my own thoughts, and
to better frame the context for the recommendations that follow.
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Consideration 1: Conviction and Constraint in the Pursuit of Truth

Curricular contexts present rich opportunities for the university to
communicate its faith commitment to students, but it is also here that the friction

between potentially competitive commitments to intellectual and spiritual

development becomes most apparent. The line between deliberately honoring
particular faith convictions in academic pursuit, and intentionally limiting
academic pursuit to protect particular faith convictions is a fine one and a
significant point of demarcation for a Christian university seeking both spiritual
impact and academic excellence. Universities espousing a Christian or biblical

worldview ﬁnd themselves challenged to honor the specific doctrines and faith
traditions on which their worldview depends while simultaneously cultivating

the free and unfettered pursuit of truth on which credibility in contemporary
higher education rests. How do these emphases coexist productively in the
classrooms of Christian universities? Must faith convictions constrain academic
rigor?
These are complex questions not new to faith—based colleges and
universities, and not solved in these few paragraphs. The core of the conﬂict lies
in different perspectives on the nature and pursuit of truth. The spiritual pursuit

of truth relies on religious texts, personal experience, and divine inspiration to
test and reveal ultimate truth, but the academic pursuit of truth relies largely on
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the free exploration and contention of diverse ideas to illuminate the relative

merits of multiple truths. These epistemologies may not easily coexist.
However, the consideration and management of the tension between them

is a crucial investment in the coherent expression of an institution’s faith
commitment to its students. An emphasis on broad faith integration advances
the university’s particular Christian worldview as true and comprehensive, as
worthy of and foundational to its students’ full intellectual exploration.
However, intentional limitation of academic inquiry predicated on the
university’s faith cormnitment casts its worldview as incomplete or insufﬁcient,

as ultimately threatened by broad or energetic intellectual exploration. Only by
exposing its faith convictions to the rigors of its academic consideration does the
university meaningfully model its integrative purpose.

If the truth espoused by the university’s faith commitment is indeed true,
then it need not be protected from the consideration of any idea, because, in the
words of Arthur Holmes (1977), ”All truth is God’s truth”. It is under real
scrutiny, the consideration of all truth, that the university’s faith commitment is

ultimately proven real, and sufﬁcient, and worthy of students’ own commitment.
It is the ability Of the university’s espoused ”biblical worldview” to explain and
guide students’ entire experience that renders it ultimately reasonable and
compelling. When viewed in this fashion, the unfettered pursuit of truth

becomes less of a threat to belief than an obligation of deep conviction, and the
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strength and coherence of the university’s espoused faith commitment is most
powerfully revealed in its expression of biblical imperatives to ”take captive
every thought”, and to ”love the Lord with all your heart, and soul, and mind” (2

Corinthians 10:5, Matthew 22:37).

Consideration 2: Diversification and Division in the University Community

A certain disconnection or even conﬂict between the academic and
administrative units of a university is neither uncommon nor necessarily
unproductive. Each performs a function essential to institutional success, but

does so in a specific context, with speciﬁc personnel and priorities. This
diversiﬁcation is essential to the success of an organization as large and complex

as a university. However, these natural differences may become divisive if
participants become convinced that they do not Share fundamental commitments
and purposes, and the university community may ﬁnd itself divided rather than

merely diversified. As division becomes more pronounced, the dividing lines
themselves increasingly command the attention of participants, individuals’ roles
are increasingly defined and performed without reference to the whole, and the
university’s ability to communicate a cohesive purpose to its participants is

diminished.
Divisiveness is of particular concern to educational leaders at Christian

colleges and universities, because it threatens the university’s ability to
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communicate the breadth and depth of its faith commitment effectively. Though
students at a divided university may continue to recognize and respond to
powerful manifestations of its faith commitment in some contexts, the

institution’s fractured community is unable to represent the true coherence and
complexity of its Christian character in all contexts. Consequently, students may
reconcile the conﬂict they sense by compartmentalizing uncomfortable or
confusing expressions of faith in campus culture and declaring them less
genuine, less valid. The result is an oversimpliﬁed, anemic, or simply inaccurate

understanding of the university’s faith commitment. Therefore, educational
leaders at Christian institutions must cultivate the organizational diversiﬁcation
that supports institutional success as well as the essential commonality on which
the fullest expression of its faith commitment depends.

Consideration 3: Belief and Behavior in Campus Expectations
Both secular and faith-based universities hold particular expectations for
the conduct of their citizenry that serve to define appropriate behavior and to
foster a productive living and learning environment on campus. At a Christian
college or university, however, these expectations appear to take on added
significance, not for their role in eliciting speciﬁc behaviors, but for their role in

expressing the fundamental beliefs of the university’s Christian worldview. Their
potency in communicating the institution’s distinctive Christian character and in
ultimately shaping the beliefs of its participants depends primarily upon their
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ability to point beyond themselves to the convictions on which they are based.
Therefore, it is essential that educational leaders at Christian universities

emphasize the beliefs behind behavioral expectations in order to engage and
communicate the university’s faith commitment most effectively.
If a Christian university crafts expectations that reﬂect its faith
commitment, and utilizes these expectations to draw attention to the implications
of this faith commitment in daily interaction, it powerfully impacts students’
understanding of that commitment. By contrast, if a Christian university allows
standards and expectations themselves to become the focus, they may appear
arbitrary and disassociated from the institution’s core values and commitments.
This potentially robs them of their expressiveness even as it preserves their

prominent role in shaping campus conduct. Consequently, students may ﬁnd
themselves more mindful of behavioral standards than of any compelling
justiﬁcation for them. In the best case, over-emphasis on behavior makes a

meager contribution to real learning, and in the worst, it hampers both learning
and faith integration by fostering the legalism suggested by some of this study’s
participants. The site university’s goals of ”creating lifelong disciples...[and]
advancing the kingdom of God by developing individuals who are spiritually,
socially, physically and intellectually equipped to serve an unchanging God and

an ever-changing world” elevate the importance of belief over behavior
(University Catalogue, 2000, p.7). After all, disciples are characterized more by
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their personal commitment to speciﬁc beliefs or ideals than by their willingness

merely to model certain behaviors.
Moreover, educational leaders at Christian universities Should emphasize

beliefs over behavior because typical behavioral expectations in themselves do
not effectively distinguish the Christian university from its secular peers.
Laudable characteristics such as civility, compliance, compassion, honesty,
caring, etc. are prized by virtually every college or university community,
whether they espouse particular faith commitments or not. What renders these

ideals distinctive and powerful as expressions of Christian character is not the
speciﬁc behaviors they foster as much as it is the particular motives they
illustrate. Simply put, Christian universities must emphasize ”why” over ”what”

in their behavioral expectations in order to focus individual and collective
attention on beliefs, and to maximize stakeholders’ engagement with the
convictions of the university’s faith commitment.
Conclusions
After careful consideration of the data and personal reﬂection, three

conclusions can be drawn about how students gained their understanding of the
university’s faith commitment.
First Of all, students gained their understanding from a broad range of
contexts and encounters. Focus group discussions revealed that they made no

distinction between the pertinence of faith in one context and another. They
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expected the university’s faith commitment to be conveyed similarly in every
context and every encounter with the university’s people, programs, and

policies. This searnlessness of students’ expectation challenged the university to
be equally seamless in its expression of its faith commitment and echoed the
importance of organizational integrity and cohesiveness seen in the literature
(Banta, et al. 1996; Kuh, et al., 1991, Lyon 8: Beaty, 1999).

Secondly, students’ appreciation of the depth and richness of the
university’s faith commitment depended upon their awareness Of its efforts to

express that faith commitment in the complex work of institutional leadership.
For example, students were largely unaware and uninvolved in the difficult

processes of orienting the university among its internal and external

stakeholders, positioning it within a dynamic religious tradition, and
maintaining

its

credibility

within

the

greater

academic

community.

Consequently, the faith expressions they perceived from their limited vantage
point represented only part of the university’s full expression and fostered an
incomplete,

unrealistic,

or

potentially

inaccurate

understanding

of

the

university’s true faith commitment.

Finally, students’ understanding of the university’s faith commitment was
most profoundly inﬂuenced by example. In other words, students’ perspectives
were shaped less by the university’s written or verbal expressions of its faith
commitment than by its manifestations of this commitment in personal and
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community interactions. In a sense, the daily interactions of the campus
community served as illustrations of the story told elsewhere in the deﬁning
documents and formal rhetoric of the university. These illustrations not only
communicated the university’s Christian character, but shaped students’ as well.
Garber’s (1996) assertion rings true:
”The students who take their university-framed ideas about what is
real and true and right and deepen rather than discard them as they move
into the responsibilities of adulthood... have seen a social construction of
their beliefs in the life of communities along the way” (p. 173).

More speciﬁcally, it was not merely the illustration, but the incarnation of

the university’s faith commitment that most powerfully Shaped students’
understanding of the university’s faith commitment. This emphasized the
importance Of individual educators’ personal inﬂuence as described in the
literature (Astin, 1993; Kuh, et al., 1991; Garber, 1996; Pascarella 8: Terenzini,

1991; Schwehn, 1993; Veysey, 1965). Relationships with these educators played a
pivotal role in making the university’s ideas and convictions real and personal to
students.
”For a student to truly understand the content of his convictions he
must see them lived... Students need to see their worldview incarnated in
the lives Of their teachers, if it is to be grasped in a way that can make
sense of life for life” (Garber, 1996, p. 172).
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Recommendations
Based on these conclusions, and the comments Of its students, the
university’s faith commitment is unmistakably visible to its students, but their

understanding of it may be improved. The following recommendations present
three strategic emphases that promise to improve students understanding of the

university’s faith commitment. The university will maximize students’
connection with its faith commitment and minimize or eliminate their
disconnection when it: 1) increases students’ involvement in decision-making

and university governance, 2) afﬁrms and supports potent faculty/student
relationships, and 3) clariﬁes the inﬂuence of its religious convictions on the

pursuit of truth.

Increase students’ involvement in decision-making and university governance.

Data conﬁrm that students observe or experience expressions of the
university’s faith commitment in their daily interactions. However, their

understanding of that commitment is limited by their lack of participation in

considering and crafting such expressions. Wrestling with the challenges of
simultaneously honoring the strong (and frequently divergent) expectations of a
particular religious tradition, of cultivating ﬁnancial support for an expanding

campus infrastructure, of maintaining an intellectually credible academic
experience, and of shaping a uniﬁed and compelling institutional identity
requires and produces deeper engagement with the university’s faith
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commitment. Without that engagement, students’ understanding is incomplete.
For example, lacking true perspective, they are likely to misinterpret the
university’s requisite efforts to navigate among the diverse expectations of
external stakeholders, as simply ”selling out”.
The university facilitates students’ fuller understanding of its faith
commitment when it closes the distance between students and the institutional
decisions that engage and express the university’s Christian character. Increased

student participation in university decision-making and governance necessarily
broadens participants’ appreciation for the university’s complexity, and elevates
the sophistication of their understanding of its Christian character. In addition,
student involvement in these contexts blurs the perceived division between

Campus and Corporate cultures, and improves the likelihood that institutional
decisions will ultimately reﬂect students’ own opinions and priorities.
To this end, the university should increase student involvement in the

formulation, communication, and adjudication of the university’s policies and
expectations. It should encourage student representation on all Signiﬁcant
committees and governance organizations and increase Opportunities for
students to participate in speciﬁc planning processes for facility and campus

development. The university should also broaden students’ inﬂuence and
participation in judicial affairs and residential living. Similarly, it should frame
parameters of authority and responsibility for student government and other
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student leadership roles that maximize their opportunities to engage the
university’s Christian character and shape the student experience. Additionally,
the university effectively increases student involvement when it improves
internal communication regarding its ongoing planning and leadership

decisions. Increased communication would acquaint students with information
that may be hidden from them in routine campus life, and would prepare them
to evaluate the faith commitment expressed by university decisions more
accurately.

Affirm and support potentfaculty/student relationships

No element of the students’ experience with the university illustrated the
university’s faith commitment more vividly to them than the content of their
relationships with individual faculty members. Personal encounters in which
faculty members modeled their own faith convictions and commitment to
students powerfully shaped students’ own understanding and appreciation of

the university’s faith commitment. Therefore, the university should afﬁrm and
support the positive impact of these relationships in its selection, expectation,
recognition, and advancement of its faculty.

For example, the university should maintain its current emphasis on
personal faith commitment as a requirement for employment. The current
requirement for applicants to be members of the university’s particular faith
tradition may limit the pool of potential applicants for any open faculty position,
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and potentially affects the ease of the selection process and the quality of its
results. However, this requirement constitutes a crucial investment in the

communication of the university’s particular faith commitment. Since students’
most profound illustrations of the university’s faith commitment occurred in
personal rather than professional interaction (i.e. outside the parameters of
typical academic roles and disciplines), the consonance of faculty members’ own
faith commitments with that of the university is more pertinent than their
willingness merely to espouse or support the university’s convictions in their

professional capacities. The university supports the power of these relationships
to improve students’ understanding of the university’s faith commitment when it
maintains its current criterion for employment. Additionally, it would support
the prevalence of these potent relationships by considering the significant

investment of time and attention they demand in its determination of faculty
load, recognition, evaluation, and advancement.

Concomitant with its efforts to foster close personal relationships between

faculty and students, the university should clarify expectations for appropriate
conduct within these relationships. The significant impact of these relationships
seems to lie speciﬁcally in their participants’ uncommonly close connection.
Therefore, though no evidence of inappropriate or unethical conduct was
suggested by focus group discussions, elevated levels of trust, signiﬁcant power
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differentials, and deliberately blurred boundaries between professional and

personal interaction, merit the university’s highest and sustained attention.

Clarify the inﬂuence of religious convictions on the pursuit of truth.

The interplay of the university’s spiritual and academic aspirations in its
pursuit of truth is perhaps the purest distillation of its distinctive mission.
Therefore, the university’s effort to clarify the inﬂuence of its religious
convictions on the pursuit of truth directly inﬂuences students’ understanding of
its faith commitment. In this case, the university would improve the quality of

both the academic experience and the students’ understanding of its faith
commitment by confronting perceived limitations to the pursuit of truth. It

should disabuse students and faculty of the perception that certain ideas are ”offlimits”, and cultivate effective means for expressing and considering challenging
or difﬁcult perspectives.
To this end, the university may wish to revisit or expand its statement on
academic freedom. While the current statement espouses a laudable ”all-truthaS-God’s-trut ” perspective, students’ comments suggest that this perspective is

not as alive in curricular contexts as it could be. A formal initiative to affirm or
tune-up the statement would facilitate a campus conversation incorporating

students, faculty, and administrators, and engender broader understanding and
regard for priorities at the heart of the university’s mission.
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In addition to clarifying its priorities, the university should prepare its
faculty to advance them effectively. Proﬁciency in integrating faith and learning
and in engaging diverse ideas should be reﬂected in the university’s
advancement and tenure processes. Also, since students’ identified some faculty
members as more adept at this than others, the university may find promise in a
mentoring program or other forum for the exchange of best practices and ideas.
Finally, the university should model not only a tolerance for divergent
viewpoints and difﬁcult topics, but also a desire to actively seek out and consider
such issues from its particular faith perspective. A series of lectures or debates
targeting ”hot” topics and presenting Christian and secular perspectivesmay be
potentially volatile, but represents a valuable mechanism by which the university

might collectively explore the pertinence and sufﬁciency of its worldview and
model the effective interplay of conviction and constraint. Increasing such
programming clariﬁes the university’s aspirations of spiritual and academic
excellence.

Recommendations for Future Research
This project proved successful in addressing the particular questions it set
out to explore, but also illuminated other questions relative to the university’s
communication of its core commitments. The content and consideration of focus
group discussions raised new questions regarding other experiences, other
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universities, other characteristics, other information, and other stakeholders that

merit additional investigation.

Other Experiences

Care was taken to represent multiple characteristics and experiences
among focus group participants, but ultimately, the perspectives offered in these

discussions remain only those of a small proportion of the university’s student
population. There are many paths through the university, many experiences that
shape students’ understanding Of the university’s faith commitment. Focus
group participants provided significant insight and examples that contributed to
this description Of how students understand the university’s faith commitment,

but they also evidenced a high regard for that commitment. Additional research
involving a higher percentage of the student population would increase the
diversity of student experience represented and possibly include students who
do not particularly endorse or evidence an interest in understanding the

university’s faith commitment
Also, more speciﬁc attention to students’ individual characteristics such as
race, socioeconomic status, geographic origin, etc. in addition to gender, housing

status, and religious affiliation, would support more strategic attention to

differences in the effective expression of the university’s faith commitment to all
students. Specifically, I recommend the use of a larger sample, and broader
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quantitative methods to gain a more comprehensive picture of the experiences
and distinctions within the university’s student population.

Other Universities

Additionally, this study was conducted only at one particular Christian
university, and so offers insight into only one of the many colleges and
universities identifying faith commitments as an integral component of their
institutional character and purpose. Do the students at other Christian
universities gain an understanding of their institutions’ Christian commitment in

similar ways? Similar studies conducted at other or multiple Christian
universities would provide additional insight and offer valuable opportunities
for comparison and contrast. Specifically, I recommend inquiry into whether the .
expressions of caring that were revealed as potent in communicating the

university’s faith commitment are unique to faith-based colleges and
universities. If not, why do they communicate faith commitment in one context
and presumably something else in another?

Other Commitments
At the site university, faith commitment is very important to the
institution’s identity and purpose, but so other commitments (e.g. the value of
learning and of people in general). Perhaps the means by which students gain

their understanding of the university’s faith commitment are simply the means
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by which they connect with any elements of the institution’s identity and
purpose. I recommend replication of this study targeting other mission
distinctives to identify potent contexts and encounters for communicating the

core commitments of the university and potentially to clarify those that
exclusively advance faith commitments.

Other Information

This study explored the means by which students at a Christian university
gained their understanding of the university’s faith commitment, but it did not
actually explore what their understanding of that faith commitment was. While it
frequently generated glimpses into the substance of students’ individual
understandings of the university’s faith commitment, the study did not

Speciﬁcally solicit or analyze these perceptions, nor did it consider the Similarity
or difference of such perceptions among the student population. This was Simply
outside the scope of the irrunediate inquiry. However, these are important
considerations

to

universities

that purpose

to

communicate

particular

worldviews or faith perspectives to their students. They have direct bearing on

the university’s integrity and institutional success.

Other Stakeholders
This study sought insight into the student experience and perceptions of
the university’s faith commitment. However, the student population is only one
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stakeholder in the university’s life and work. Educational leaders must also be
interested in how other Significant stakeholders and participants in the campus

community gain their understanding of the university’s faith commitment.
Research into how the faculty, administration, donors, external religious

community, institutional peers, parents, and others apprehend the university’s
Christian character, and into how these means are similar or dissimilar would be
of great interest and utility to Christian universities seeking to advance that
understanding. I would particularly recommend an ethnography focussed on
illuminating the substance, reasons, and implications of the conceptual
compartmentalization revealed between Campus and Corporate culturesSummary

Exploration of the students’ experience at the university reveals that the
university’s faith commitment is apparent in the daily life and work of the
institution. Focus group participants consistently identiﬁed the university’s
Christian character as Signiﬁcant in their choices to enroll and persist. In general

students were satisﬁed with their experience, and frequently couched their more
critical comments in the context of their overriding confidence in and enthusiasm
for the university’s faith commitment.

It became apparent that students formed their understanding Of that
commitment through myriad encounters with the university’s people, policies,
and programs that broadly communicated the university’s emphases on caring
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and conformity. Their understanding was fostered particularly by the depth of
their relationships with faculty, the presence of faith in the Classroom, the caring
campus atmosphere, the attention devoted to their conduct, and their

opportunities for religious training and service. However, some experiences and
campus

dynamics

seemed

to

distance

students

from

engaging

and

understanding the university’s faith commitment fully. These points of
disconnection included: the failure of speciﬁc institutional decisions to reﬂect
students’ priorities, the perceived limitation of the pursuit of truth, the efforts of

the university to orient itself externally, the conﬂict between administrative and
academic cultures within the university, and the frequent emphasis on rules over
rationale. These experiences limited students’ full understanding of the

university’s faith commitment
Consequently, this study proposed three strategic initiatives to the
university: 1) increase students’ involvement in decision-making and university
governance; 2) afﬁrm and support potent faculty/ student relationships; and 3)
clarify the inﬂuence of the university’s religious convictions on the pursuit of
truth. These efforts promise to improve students’ understanding of the
university’s faith commitment Simply by maximizing key points of connection
and minimizing points of disconnection.
In summary, the university’s faith commitment emerged as both charm
and challenge, at once distinguishing and distracting, compelling and
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complicating. Maximizing students’ understanding of that commitment,
however, is unquestionably essential to institutional success. It is the heart of the
university’s identity and the hallmark of its effort to ”advance the kingdom of
God by develOping individuals who are spiritually, socially, physically and
intellectually equipped to serve an unchanging God and an ever-changing
world” (University Catalogue, 2000, p. 7). As such, it merits not only the
university’s highest celebration and regard, but its continuous exploration and
innovation as well.
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APPENDIX A

THE SITE UNIVERSITY’S VISION, MISSION, AND OBJECTIVES
(From University Catalogue, 2000, pp. 7-9.)

Vision
AS was the dream of its founders, the vision of [this university] is to

advance the kingdom Of God by developing individuals who are spiritually,
socially, physically and intellectually equipped to serve an unchanging God and
an ever-changing world.

Mission

[This university] is a private co-educational institution whose principal
focus is undergraduate education in the liberal arts and sciences, combined with
a number of pre-professional fields and master’s degree programs. Its primary

mission is to integrate Christian faith and practice with academic excellence. This
mission is carried out not only in the classroom but also by involvement in
numerous services to the church and the larger community.

Objectives

[This university] is committed to promoting Christian faith and practice:
By requiring regular Bible classes for. all students
By employing teachers who are ﬁrmly committed to the worldview and

lifestyle of biblical Christianity.
By providing specially-designed programs, activities, and worship
experiences which strengthen the desire to be faithful, knowledgeable,
and mature Christians
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The university is committed to provide excellent educational opportunities

through undergraduate and graduate programs:
By introducing students to great thinkers and ideas of human history
By acquainting students with some of the Signiﬁcant accomplishments of
humanity as expressed in the arts and sciences
By helping students develop a knowledge and awareness of diverse
cultures
By assisting students in the choice or enhancement of a vocation and by
equipping students for honorable professions
By fostering a lifestyle of economic responsibility and accountability
By empowering students with the ability to think critically and to

communicate effectively in writing and speaking
By encouraging students to develop a balanced approach to life in which
they will incorporate activities that promote intellectual, physical,
psychological, social, and spiritual well-being.
The university is committed to serve the church, the community, and the world:
By providing opportunities for Christians to participate in events

designed to strengthen the church
By enhancing awareness of humanitarian needs
By serving the immediate community and the world by participating in
appropriate service opportunities
By encouraging the development of socially-responsible citizens
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APPENDIX B
FOCUS GROUP RESEARCH GUIDE

Introduction:
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this focus group. Your
participation and input will assist me in describing the student experience here at
the university.
Specifically, this focus group is designed to be a conversation providing
insight into how students actually encounter or experience the university’s
Christian commitment. The goal is to understand this from a student’s
perspective—your perspective-- to get a real picture of what you actually think,

feel, and experience when you go to school here.
You therefore are the experts. It’s your personal Opinions and speciﬁc
experiences that I’m after. Please feel free to express both positive and negative
experiences. You are not evaluated in any way based on your input. There are no
right or wrong answers or comments, but you should feel comfortable to decline

comment on anything with which you are not comfortable. You should also feel
comfortable to expand or redirect the conversation wherever you think it would
relate to the topic.

I will be recording and transcribing our conversation so that I don’t miss
anything, and so that I can more accurately recall and describe what we talk
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about in the future. If you would like a copy of the tape or transcription, I would
be happy to provide you with one.
Conﬁdentiality is very important to me. Even though I will be recording
this for my own future reference, your responses will be kept confidential and
you will not be identified with any of the comments you might make. I’ve
summarized the important details regarding conﬁdentiality on the Informed
Consent Form you have in front of you, and I’d like you to take a moment and
read through it.

{Pausefor reading}
If any of this makes you uncomfortable or you’d rather not participate,
feel free to leave now. If you choose to stay, please sign your name on the
consent form to indicate that you understand the purpose of this study and agree
to participate. Your signature also acknowledges your commitment to keep what
we talk about in this room in this room, and authorizes me to use information you
provide in my research as long as your identity remains unknown.
To keep your identity unknown, but still permit me to use your words, I’d
like you to choose a pseudonym, a name (other than your real one) you would
like to go by throughout this study. Simply write it on the placard in front of you,

and that is what I will call you both during this discussion and throughout the
presentation Of the study. You may pick any name, but please pick a realistic one
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so that it does not feel any stranger than it already will to called by a different
name.

Do you have any questions before we begin?
As I said, this is a discussion rather than an interview. I want to listen to
what you have to say, so feel free to steer the conversation, add to it, or redirect it

if you have something you’d like to contribute. Whenever possible, I’d like you
to share examples from your real experience here, snapshots of experiences,
encounters, or realizations you’ve had...

Potential Discussion Questions:
How (if at all) can you tell that [the site university] is a Christian
university?

What specific experiences or encounters have you had with people, or
policies, or programs, that have taught you something for better or for
worse about the university’s faith commitment?
[The site university] states that ”Its primary mission is to integrate
Christian faith and practice with academic excellence, [and that] this

mission is carried out not only in the classroom but also by involvement in
numerous services to the church and the larger community.” How do you
see this borne out or not borne out in your own experience as a student?
Give some examples.
Has anything in your experience seemed to contradict the notion that this
university is a Christian university, or seemed inconsistent with the
university’s faith commitment? Tell me about it...
What experiences or encounters have communicated the most or most

powerfully to you about the university’s faith commitment?
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Conclusion:

Thank you for participating in this conversation. I appreciate your time
and your thoughtfulness. After I’ve had a chance to consider and organize the
responses from these focus groups, I’d like to ask one of you to review the
ﬁndings and give me some feedback. Would any of you be willing to do that?

{Record contact info for volunteer}

Adjourn
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APPENDIX C
FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANT
INFORMED CONSENT STATEMENT

Note: Layout of actual form altered to ﬁt specifications of this document
Research Study:

Student Understanding of University Faith Commitment
Introduction 8: Description
You are invited to participate in a focus group discussion as part Of a

research study about students’ experience and the university’s faith
commitment. The focus group discussion is Simply a directed conversation
involving 7-10 current students that will last about an hour.

In order to

accurately reﬂect and consider the content of these discussions, audio and video

recordings will be made of each focus group. These recordings will then be
transcribed verbatim and written excerpts will be used in the creation of a rich

description of the student experience.
Risks:

There is negligible risk associated with your participation in this study.
The focus group discussion will involve your communication of opinions,
perspectives, and experiences regarding your college experience, and so will
require some reﬂection on your part. Please note, your identity will be kept

cOnﬁdential and your opinions and experiences will not be attributed to you
personally.
Benefits:

The conversations of several focus group discussions will ultimately

provide a rich description of how students experience the university’s faith
commitment. This description will assist the university in understanding and
shaping the student experience effectively, and will encourage similar
consideration at other faith-based colleges and universities.
Confidentiality:
All information in this study will be kept strictly confidential. Recordings
of focus group discussions will transcribed and then destroyed. Neither the
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participants’ actual names nor any other identifying characteristics will be used

in the presentation of the study. Individuals’ comments will be presented in
aggregate or attributed to pseudonyms (aliases) of their own Choosing.
Additionally, participants accept the responsibility of keeping the comments of
other focus group participants confidential.
Contact Information:

If you have any questions at any time about this study or the procedures,
or you experience adverse effects as a result of participating in this study, you
may contact the researcher, Andrew Johnston, at (615) 599-9775. If you have

questions about your rights as a participant, please contact the Compliance
Section of the Ofﬁce of Research at the University of Tennessee at (423) 974-3466.

Participation:

Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. If you decide to participate,
you may withdraw from the study at any time without penalty even if you have
already begun to participate. If you withdraw from the study before data
collection is completed, your data will be returned to you or destroyed.

Consent:

My signature below indicates that I have read and received a copy of the
information above, and agree to participate in this study.
Participant’s Name (please print):

Participant’s Signature:

Date:

I also consent for my participation to be videotaped to facilitate transcription.

Participant’s Signature:

Date:

Researcher’5 Signature:

Date:
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APPENDIX D

RESEARCH PROJECT
SUMMARY

Research Subject:
The purpose of this study is to discover how students at a Christian

university apprehend the university’s faith commitment. An exploration of the
Site university’s students’ experiences via multiple focus group discussions will
support a rich description of the particular encounters and experiences that
Shape their understanding of the institution’s faith commitment. Speciﬁcally, this
inquiry seeks to answer the following questions:
1. Do the university’s students encounter or experience the institution’s
Christian commitment?
2. If so, specifically how do they apprehend that Christian commitment-- what
encounters with people, policies, or programs shape students’ understanding
of the university’s Christian commitment?
3. Do students of different gender, housing status (resident or commuter), or
religious affiliation (same as the university’s or other) apprehend the

institution ’3 Christian commitment in different ways?
4. What contexts or experiences (if any) are particularly powerful in shaping

students’ understanding of the university’s Christian commitment?

Researcher:

Andrew J. Johnston. A doctoral candidate in Higher Educational
Leadership at the University of Tennessee, Andrew Johnston currently serves as
Dean of Students at Belmont University in Nashville.
Methodology 8: Data Collection

The methodology applied in the study is qualitative in approach,
inductive and exploratory in nature. Data will be collected using focus groups

comprised of currently enrolled sophomores, juniors, and seniors.
Approximately 7-10 independent focus group discussions involving 7-10
participants each are anticipated.
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Sampling:

A pool of potential participants will be generated at random from the
institutional (registrar) database of current students. Each will be sent a letter
inviting him or her to participate in a focus group discussion and presenting a
choice of meeting times from which to choose.
As invitees respond, the emerging sample will be monitored to insure
representation of several speciﬁc student characteristics: each gender, each

academic classiﬁcation (excluding freshmen"), students from both urban and
non-urban settings, and both residential and commuting students. If one of these
characteristics is lacking among respondents, more purposeful recruitment of
participants possessing that characteristic will be employed.
*Note: Freshmen are excluded from the sample simply due to their short
tenure at the university at the time of this study.
Expected Results:

This study promises a vivid description of the experience and perception
of current students at the site university regarding the institution’s expression of
its espoused faith commitment. Ultimately, this perspective may inform the
university’s assessment of its effectiveness in achieving its mission, assist

educational leaders in strategic planning, and affirm or redirect prevailing
notions of faith and learning. This study also offers a perspective absent in
scholarly consideration of the integration of faith and learning and the
institutional effectiveness of Christian colleges and universities, and may provide
impetus and support for future inquiry.
Confidentiality and Use of Findings:
Individual:

1. Recordings of focus group discussions will be transcribed, secured
temporarily by the researcher, and ultimately destroyed.
2. Throughout these transcriptions and wherever specific comments from
individual participants are quoted in the presentation of this study, they

will be attributed to pseudonyms assigned by the researcher rather than to
the participants’ actual names
3. General group responses will be reported anonymously in aggregate and

so will not be attributable to individual respondents.
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4. Focus group participants will be appraised of the need for conﬁdentiality
and encouraged to keep all information shared during the discussion
within the context of the group interaction itself.

5. Potential participants will be informed about the nature and processes of
the study prior to their involvement, and will be included only after
volunteering to participate. Additionally, each participant will be

appraised of his or her right to terminate participation .Or retract his or her
input without penalty at any time before, during, or after focus group
discussions.
Institutional:

This study’s relevance to the site university’s identity and effectiveness
make it not only a signiﬁcant, but a potentially sensitive endeavor as well.
Expectations regarding conﬁdentiality and the pursuit and presentation of the

inquiry’s results will be clariﬁed to the satisfaction of all stakeholders in the
project prior to implementation as part of the institution’s human subjects and
research review processes.
Timeframe:

Data collection is expected to begin in the Fall of 2001 and the project is

expected to be completed by May 2002.

Contact information:
Andrew Johnston

Home: (615) 599-9775; Office (615) 460-6407
e-mail: johnstonaj@mail.belmont.edu
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APPENDIX E
POTENTIAL FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANT
INVITATION

Date

Dear

You have been selected as a potential participant in a research project about the

student experience at [the site university].
My name is Andrew Johnston and I am conducting research at [the site university] for a
dissertation at the University of Tennessee. I’d like you to participate in a focus group
discussion about students’ experience and the university’s faith commitment. The focus
group discussion is simply a directed conversation involving 7-10 current students that
will last about an hour. The content of several such discussions will ultimately result in a
rich description of how students experience the university’s faith commitment
The success of this study relies on participants with a variety of experiences and
opinions. Your input about your own experience at [the site university] is essential to its
success. Your comments are kept strictly confidential, in fact, your name will not even be

identiﬁed, and you will not be evaluated on your participation in any way.
Please choose one group from those listed below and confirm your participation by
calling
or e-mailing
Sincerely,

Andrew J. Johnston

Group 1
Date
Time
Place

Group 6
Date
Time
Place

Group 2

Group 3

Group 4

Group 5

Date
Time
Place

Date
Time
Place

Date
Time
Place

Date
Time
Place

Group 7

Group 8

Group 9

Group 10

Date
Time
Place

Date
Time
Place

Date
Time
Place

Date
Time
Place
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APPENDIX F
SITE PROPOSAL LETTER

Dear

I hope this letter ﬁnds you successfully winding up the academic year and
cheering for another class of new graduates. My name is Andrew Johnston, and I

am writing to introduce myself and propose a partnership in research I will be
conducting this fall.
In addition to being a doctoral candidate in Higher Education Leadership and

Policy at the University of Tennessee, I currently serve as the Dean Of Students at
Belmont University. My experiences as an undergraduate at Wheaton College
and as an educator at several Christian universities have Spurred my deep
interest and investment in the integration of faith and learning during the college

years. I’ve chosen to pursue this intereSt not only in my personal and vocational
choices, but in my doctoral research as well.

In the next several months, I will be writing a dissertation on how students at a
Christian college or university apprehend the faith commitment of their
institution. The site university’s strong commitment to the Christian faith and
comprehensive integration of faith and learning identify it as an ideal
environment for such a study. I am convinced that research on your campus
would be rich and rewarding for me personally, and I anticipate that the study

will generate data of considerable value to the university’s educational leaders as
they assess institutional effectiveness and plan strategically for the future.
I have enclosed a two-page summary of the study’s ”nuts-and-bolts” for your
review, and would appreciate an opportunity to Speak with you further about
the possibility of conducting it at [the site university]. Thank you for your
consideration.

Sincerely,

Andrew Johnston
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APPENDIX G
FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANTS'

CHARACTERISTIC CODES

Table 2. Focus Group Participants’ Characteristic Codes
Participant’s

Year

Gender

Residential

Religious

Code

Affiliation
U

2FNU

Name
Alana

2

F

Status
N

Ashley

2

F

R

O

2FRO

Beth
Bonnie
Charlie
Chip
Christina
Cid
Cliff
Curtis

3
4
4
3
2
3
2
4

F
F
M
M
F
M
M
M

R
R
N
N
R
N
N
R

U
U
U
U
U
U
U
U

3FRU
4FRU
4MNU
3MNU
2FRU
3MNU
2MNU
4MRU

Daniel

2

M

R

U

'2MRU

Davis
Elizabeth
E15
Esteban
Hanna

3
2
4
3
2

M
F
F
M
F

N
R
N
R
R

O
O
O
U
O

3MNO
2FRO
4FNO
3MRU
2FRO

Inga

3

F

R

O

3FRO

Jen

4

F

R

O

4FRO

Joyce
Kacey

3
4

F
F

R
R

U
O

3FRU
4FRO

Keith
Kris
KLla
Kyle
Lars
Leann

2
3
3
4
3
4

M
F
F
M
M
F

N
R
R
N
N
N

U
O
U
O
U
U

2MNU
3FRO
3FRU
4MNO
3MNU
4FNU

Lemmy

2

M

R

O

2MRO

Leslie
Luke
Lydia

4
4
3

F
M
F

N
R
R

O
U
U

4FNO
4MRU
3FRU

Mandy

4

F

R

U

4FRU
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Table 2. Focus Group Participants’ Characteristic Codes
Continued

Participant’s

Year

Gender

Residential

Religious

Code

Affiliation
U
U
U
O
U
U
U
O
O
U
U
O
U

2FRU
3FNU
2MRU
3FRO
' 4FNU
4MRU
3MRU
4MRO
4FRO
2MRU
3FNU
4MNO
3FRU

Name
Marcia
Marie
Mo
Moesha
Noel
Patrick
Pete
Philip
Rachel
Randy
Ruth
Scott
Suzanne

2
3
2
3
4
4
3
4
4
2
3
4
3

F
F
M
F
F
M
M
M
F
M
F
M
F

Status
R
N
R
R
N
R
R
R
R
R
N
N
_R

Taylor

3

F

N

U

3FNU

Tom
Victoria

2
2

M
F

N
R

U
U

2MNU
2FRU
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VITA

Andrew James Johnston was born in San Antonio, Texas, February 5, 1967

to Dr. David R. Johnston and Joy R. Johnston. His family relocated to Richmond,
Virginia where he attended Trinity Episcopal High School. Following high
school, he attended Wheaton College in Wheaton, Illinois and earned a Bachelor

of Arts degree in Interpersonal Communication.
Following

this,

Andrew

attended

Auburn

University

in

Auburn,

Alabama, and earned a Master of Education degree in Counseling Psychology.
During this time at Auburn, Andrew served in numerous positions in Residence
Life and Student Affairs. He also married Amy J. VerHoef of Potomac, Maryland.
From 1991 to 1995, he served as Director of Student Activities at

Southwest Baptist University in Bolivar, Missouri. During this time, he and Amy
had two children.

In 1995, Andrew moved to East Tennessee and became

Director of Student Activities at Carson-Newman College in Jefferson City,

Tennessee.

During his tenure at Carson-Newman, he enrolled in doctoral

studies in higher education leadership and policy at the University of Tennessee
in Knoxville. In 1999, Andrew relocated to Nashville, Tennessee, to assume the

responsibilities of Dean of Students at Belmont University.
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